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About This Book 


Barnhart’s Unauthorized TV '98 attempts to be a comprehensive 
guide to the 1998-99 television season, with capsule reviews of each 
of the 123 prime-time programs on the broadcast schedule this fall, 
as well as selected cable, syndicated and late-night fare. It attempts 
to perforate much of the hype that accompanies a fall season rollout, 
hype that I believe harms the broadcast industry in the long run 
because it makes viewers more cynical and, as they say, cable-ready. 


As a heavy consumer of the entertainment press, I’m always looking 
for something with a critical voice—an informed opinion and not 
simply an attitude. B.U.T.V. 98 is written that way. It aims at 
discriminating viewers who can think for themselves but like to hear 
other points of view. Instead of offering reasons why you should 

- watch every show on the schedule, I offer my own unauthorized 
analysis of each show, positive or otherwise. Where useful, I explain 
why it is actually on the schedule (which, you won't be surprised to 
learn, often has little to do with the quality of the program). The 
back portions of the book offer capsule portraits of some of cable's 
most popular networks, the current state of TV talk and, of course, 
my up-to-the-second take on the situation in late night. 


Much more could be added to make B.U.T.V. a truly exhaustive TV 
annual and Lord willing, more will be added in the years to come. 
Thanks for buying this copy of B.U.T.V. ‘98 and I welcome your 
suggestions for next year’s edition at barnhart@lateshownews.com. 


I would like to thank The Kansas City Star and my editor Steve Paul 
for many good things. I am grateful to the 11,000 e-mail subscribers 
who read Late SHow News and pass it along to their friends. Thanks to 
Daniel Drennan for contributing two articles. John Higgins was 
terrific with insights and advice. Tom Jackman willingly came over at 
the midnight hour to lend my near-finished draft a fresh set of eyes. 


Above all, thank you, Diane, my editor and co-publisher, for letting 
me spend my evenings and weekends this summer with this book. 
And thank you for supporting me from the very first issue of Lare 
Sxow News; you've made this all possible. —Aaron 


Production notes. This book was written and produced start to finish in eight weeks 
in a Macintosh environment. Typefaces used were ITC Officina Sans and Serif and 
Garamond Ultra. Pages, including halftones, were outputted to an IBM 24PS network 
laser printer. The book was printed on 45-pound white bond paper with a one-color, 
80-pound glossy cover by Small Publishers Co-Op of Sarasota, Fla., at a very reason- 
able price (941-922-0844, www.spco-op.com). 
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The Year 
in Review 


July ’97 


Rated G for government. Five of the six broadcast networks agree to 
revamp the TV ratings system that went into effect in January to include a 
handful of content symbols. They include “S” for sexual content and “V” 
for V-chippable. (See page 71 for more on the V-chip.) NBC, the top-rated 
network with the most to lose, refuses to add the new symbols. As for the 
other networks, they only agree to use the symbols—they didn’t say 
anything about telling viewers what the symbols mean. Months later, a 
majority of parents polled haven't the foggiest idea what “FV” or “D” or 
some of the other symbols stand for ... 


Ad-agency handicappers tell Broadcasting & Cable that NBC’s “Veronica’s 
Closet” will be the highest-rated new show of the fall, perhaps having 
something to do with its schedule placement between “Seinfeld” and “ER” 
on Thursday nights ... A damaging portrait of ABC Entertainment presi- 
dent Jamie Tarses appears in the New York Times Magazine. Tarses is quoted 
disparaging her bosses at Disney, a company famous for keeping internal 
disputes under wraps. In particular she is bitter that another programmer, 
Stu Bloomberg, was promoted above her before she'd had even a year 
under her belt. Tarses survives and learns to work with Bloomberg ... 


Five TV stations owned by upstart Sinclair Broadcast Group agree to switch 
their UPN affiliations to the WB in exchange for $84 million over 10 
years. UPN, which has its national distribution lead over the WB wiped 
out, sues to stop the move but loses. Sinclair later moves another four UPN 
stations to the WB ... David Letterman, tired of looking out his office 
window in midtown Manhattan and seeing a giant NBC billboard with Jay 
Leno’s face and the tagline, “#1 in Late Night!”, erects his own billboard 
nearby. The rival billboard is a near knockoff of the Leno board, except 
that it features Dave and the tagline, -’#3 in Late Night!” ... Goners: USA 
Networks dumps all of its original sitcoms, including the beloved 
“Duckman” with Jason Alexander. “Weird Science,” another victim, is later 
rescued by USA’ss sister network the Sci-Fi Channel. 


August ’97 


Blacks like me. Two new late-night talkers, “Keenen Ivory Wayans” and 
“Vibe,” both premiere in an epic struggle for urban, primarily African- 
American viewers. It is a battle both sides will lose ... Former National 
Association of Broadcasters legal counsel Bill Kennard becomes the new 
FCC commissioner, replacing Reed Hundt; an NAB official calls him a 
“prince of a guy.” The NAB later comes to rue those words ... Disney guy 
Dean Valentine replaces Lucie Salhany atop UPN ... Brandon Tartikoff, 
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1997 Emmy winners 


Animated program: 
“The Simpsons” (Fox) 

Comedy series: “Frasier” (NBC) 

Commercial: “Chimps” (HBO), BBD&0 

Drama series: “Law & Order” (NBC) 

Guest actor (comedy): Mel Brooks, “Mad 
About You” (NBC) 

Guest actor (drama): Pruitt Taylor Vince, 
“Murder One” (ABC) 

Guest actress (comedy): Carol Burnett, 
“Mad About You” (NBC) 

Guest actress (drama): Dianne Wiest, 
“Avonlea” (Disney Cha.) 

Informational series: “Biography” (A&E), 
“The Great War” (PBS) 

Lead actor (comedy): John Lithgow, “3rd 
Rock from the Sun” (NBC) 

Lead actor (drama): Dennis Franz, “NYPD 
Blue” (ABC) 

Lead actor (special): Armand Assante, 
“Gotti” (HBO) 

Lead actress (comedy): 
Helen Hunt, “Mad About You” (NBC) 

Lead actress (drama): Gillian Anderson, 
“The X-Files” (Fox) 

Lead actress (special): Alfre Woodard, 
“Miss Evers’ Boys” (HBO) 

Made-for-TV movie: “Miss Evers’ Boys” 


Performance (variety/music): 
Bette Midler, “Diva Las Vegas” (HBO) 

Supporting actor (comedy): Michael 
Richards, “Seinfeld” (NBC) 

Supporting actor (drama): Hector 
Elizondo, “Chicago Hope” (CBS) 

Supporting actor (special): Beau Bridges, 
“Second Civil War” (HBO) 

Supporting actress (comedy): Kristen 
Johnston, “3rd Rock” (NBC) 

Supporting actress (drama): Kim Delaney, 
“NYPD Blue” (ABC) 

Supporting actress (special): Diana Rigg, 
“Rebecca” (PBS) 

Variety/music/comedy series: “Tracey. 
Takes On...” (HBO) 

Variety/music/comedy special: “Chris 
Rock: Bring the Pain” (HBO) 

Writing (comedy) series: M. Driscoll, T. 
Newman, D. Savel, J. Stark, 
“Ellen” (ABC) 

Writing (drama) series: S. Gaghan, D. 
Milch, M. Perry, “NYPD Blue” (ABC) 
Writing (special): Horton Foote, “William 

Faulkner's Old Man” (CBS) 
Writing (variety/music): Chris Rock, 
“Bring the Pain” (HBO) 
President's award: “Miss Evers’ Boys” 


NBC's programming whiz kid of the 1980s, dies Aug. 27 after a long battle 


with Hodgkin's disease at age 48 ... 


After several CNN correspondents, as well as the CNN logo and on-air 


graphics, are featured prominently in “Contact,” the summer movie hit 
with Jodie Foster, some in the media raise their eyebrows. CNN chairman 
Tom Johnson declares a moratorium on all future promotions ... In what 
turns out to be the only thing people remember about the syndicated 
revival of the game show “Pictionary,” contestant Erik Estrada (of “CHiPs” 
and Univision soap opera fame) leaps up excitedly and accidentally knocks 
“Politically Incorrect” host Bill Maher unconscious during a taping ... 


The distributor of the 1987 Patrick Swayze classic “Dirty Dancing” receives 
80,000 letters, presumably most of them from Conan O’Brien fans, begging 
it to re-release the movie on its tenth anniversary. O’Brien led a month- 
long campaign on his show to get “Dirty Dancing” in re-release, calling it 
“the greatest movie ever made.” Only later is it revealed that the distribu- 
tor had been planning a re-release all along—and that O’Brien had gotten 
“Dirty Dancing” and “Flashdance” mixed up. 
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September ’97 


Marv Albert pleads guilty to misdemeanor assault and battery charges. 
The sportscaster is fired by NBC and resigns from MSG ... CNN and MSNBC 
are both pranked by Howard Stern listener Captain Janks in the hours 
following the death of Princess Diana. CNN anchor Linden Soles is suckered 
for a full quarter-hour; Brian Williams gets off easier ... 


Fox finally throws in the towel on morning TV, cancelling the one-month- 
old “Vicki Lawrence Show,” which replaced “Fox After Breakfast,” which 
actually did okay back when it was on the FX cable channel. “Breakfast” 
host Tom Bergeron will host the new “Hollywood Squares” this fall ..: Joan 
Lunden departs her co-hosting job on “Good Morning America.” Over the 
course of the next year her longtime co-stars, Charles Gibson and Spencer 
Christian, will also exit before they’re asked to leave ...Khandi Alexander 
leaves her role on the NBC sitcom “NewsRadio,” reportedly due to clashes 
with the show's producers over the portrayal of her sexpot character ... 
Amidst widespread speculation that Oprah Winfrey 
won't be renewing her contract, 

Winfrey teases the 


: ide 

public, then holds a 1 arned B Acid from 1977 t© 
press conference and Things Country.” which fa n Comers: 
announces: I’m renew- © The sitcom alee k town called Clinto na “suddenly 

: ac 
ING ssi 4979, took P he City” stat Lea Th plete pirthday, 

: "Caroline 17 OF Shields shave © 
MSNBC decides maybe a ni” star Broo s that. : 

Susa shat explain hh Aaron Spelling 
cable channel for May 34. soe out of six for which Fe one that 
Internet junkies wasn’t e The only ae a pitot this seaso : RB c. (He did, 
such a hot idea after all did not dev ch and famous ste ” for aire! of whic 
and cancels its Internet made ae top “Any D2Y 
a ever, 

news hour “The Site.” the nC ig part owner.) 


door is open for computer 

magazine giant Ziff-Davis to 

blow $100 million on its own cable channel (ZDTV) in January. Another 
MSNBC casualty: John Hockenberry’s independent-film showcase “Edge- 
wise” ... Seagram Corp. wrests control of USA Networks from partner 
Viacom. A company spokesman says USA's management, including pro- 
gramming head Rod Perth and the founder and chairman of USA, Kay 
Koplovitz, aren’t going anywhere. “We're happy with Kay,” says the spokes- 
man. Keep reading ... 


“Late Show with David Letterman” unintentionally harbors a fugitive 
when the show's wandering remote camera chances upon a mother and son 
enjoying a slice of pizza near the Ed Sullivan Theater. When the kid says 
he’s lived in several places in recent months, Letterman jokes, “Sounds like 
a kidnapping.” Turns out the mom left Minneapolis with the boy four years 
ago and Dad hadn’t seen them since. 
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October ’97 


Beware of the lesbian. ABC begins airing special parental advisories 
before episodes of “Ellen” it deems controversial, including one in which 
Ellen Morgan kisses her friend Paige. Ellen DeGeneres threatens to quit the 
show ... “Vibe” host Chris Spencer is sacked and replaced by Sinbad; 
soon to depart as well is executive producer Daniel Kellison ... Barry Diller 
and the Home Shopping Network buy Seagram’s TV holdings for $4.1 
billion. The holdings include Universal's TV division, which will be renamed 
Studios USA; and USA Networks (USA and the Sci-Fi Channel), of which 
Seagram's had recently gained control. Diller, who also started the Fox 
network from scratch, likes to run things himself, but when asked if Kay 
Koplovitz would be staying at USA, Diller says, “I hope so” ... 


Lowell “Bud” Paxson, owner of 59 (eventually 88) UHF stations, announces 
plans for a seventh broadcast network to launch in fall 1998 (see page 
55) ... Jay Leno comes to the defense of David Letterman after Dave is 
criticized for not telling any monologue jokes about every other late-night 
host's favorite target, Marv Albert. “I understand that perfectly,” Leno tells 
Late SHow News. “Dave is a close friend of Marv’s. He did exactly the 
right thing. If it were Jerry Seinfeld or a close friend of mine, I wouldn't 
make jokes about him, either” ... Goners: UPN cancels “Head Over Heels,” 
the first casualty of the fall season. That is, if you don’t count Fox's “Re- 
wind,” a sitcom starring Scott Baio that appeared on the 

network’s fall schedule 
when it was released in 
the spring but never 


made it past the pilot Rip ‘7 coe nal 2a 
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_ November ’97 


Next up: The Simpson. 
Guerrilla filmmaker Michael 
Moore shocks everybody in 
the audience at the taping of his talk-show pilot for Fox. He brings out 
guest 0.J. Simpson, who gives a no-holds-barred 45-minute interview. It’s 
the first time Simpson has faced a live U.S. audience since his criminal and 
civil trials ... 
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Perennial third-place KCBS-TV in Los Angeles leaps into second in the local 
TV news race with a stomach-turning series exposing slipshod inspection 
methods for area restaurants. What really gets people’s attention is the 
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sickening hidden-camera video KCBS took at some of the worst-offending 
eateries ... CBS wins the November sweep in total households for the 
first time in three years. NBC continues winning in 18-to-49-year-olds ... 
Goners: ABC cancels “Over the Top” and NBC “Sleepwalkers,” each after 
just two outings. ABC also cans “Total Security” and one of its new “TGIF” 
sitcoms, “You Wish.” Fox evicts “The Visitor.” 


December ’97 


NBC promises a quiet, low-key sendoff. Jerry Seinfeld announces that 
he will close down “Seinfeld” after this season. ... “The Daily Show's” 
pretty-boy anchor, Craig Kilborn, is suspended for a week after making off- 
color remarks to Esquire magazine about show co-creator and head writer 
Lizz Winstead. Kilborn’s comment, “If I wanted her to blow me, she 
would,” referring to Winstead, was apparently the one that put the net- 
work over the edge. Two weeks later, Winstead quits the show ... 


Hunter Tylo wins $5 million from a Los Angeles jury—twice the amount 
she was asking—after she was fired from “Melrose Place” for being 
pregnant. Ironically, Tylo’s replacement on the show, Lisa Renna, also 
happens to be with child, but her pregnancy is worked into the show. 
Renna later poses nude for Playboy while six months along ... Goners: Fox 
cancels last season’s most popular show among African-American viewers, 
“Living Single,” part of an ongoing trend toward black-themed shows (see 
pages 64-65). ABC says C-ya to “C-16” and NBC cans-a Tony Danz-a. UPN 
rolls “Dice” by cancelling the Andrew Clay sitcom “Hitz.” 


January ’98 


Teen slayers. The WB network launches its fourth night of programming 
on Tuesdays by pairing “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” with a new entry, 
“Dawson's Creek”... At the 55th Golden Globe Awards, big TV winners 
are “The X-Files,” “Ally McBeal,” TNT's “George Wallace,” Anthony Edwards, 
Michael J. Fox, Ving Rhames for “Don King: Only in America,” Christine 
Lahti, Calista Flockhart, Alfre Woodard for “Miss Evers’ Boys,” George C. 
Scott for “12 Angry Men” and Angelina Jolie for “George Wallace” ... 


Norm Macdonald announces to David Letterman, and thereby the world, 
that NBC West Coast chief Don Ohlmeyer has replaced him as the anchor of 
“Saturday Night Live’s” signature piece, “Weekend Update.” Macdonald says 
Ohlmeyer told him he wasn’t funny. Colin Quinn steps in as his replace- 
ment ... In the first of two moves to repurpose NBC's overnight time 
slots, the network announces it will replace “NBC News Nightside” in the 
fall with a news-and-entertainment package of “Tonight Show,” “Saturday 
Night Live,” “Meet the Press,” “Dateline” and “Sunset Beach” rebroadcasts. 
The network also plans to turn the 12:37 a.m. time slot currently occupied 
by “Later” into a showcase for edgier programming of the kind Comedy 
Central or MTV might show ... 


Fox renews “The X-Files” for two years and moves show production from 
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Vancouver to L.A., where series co-star David Duchovny lives with his new 
bride, Téa Leoni ... In an unusual move, cable’s TNT begins airing new 
episodes of “Babylon 5,” a science-fiction show with a prominent niche 
following (“Dilbert’s” Scott Adams) that spent its first four seasons in 
syndication. TNT also agrees to produce made-for-TV “Babylon 5” movies ... 
Goners: CBS dumps its entire Saturday morning lineup for six new educa- 
tional series from Canadian animation giant Nelvana. While at it, CBS 
finally cancels the ridiculous “Dellaventura.” ABC sacks “Cracker” and 
douses “Grace Under Fire” after continued behind-the-scenes problems 
with series star Brett Butler. And in the everything’s-relative category, NBC 
cancels the 7th-highest-rated show on TV, “Union Square,” for squandering 
too much of its “Friends” lead-in audience. 


February ’98 


Intercepted. CBS, which lost the rights to carry NFL football four years ago 
to Fox, agrees to pay $500 million per year over eight years to steal 
NBC’s package of AFC games. Meanwhile, ABC re-ups on Monday nights for 
$550 million per year, as does Fox to keep NFC games. But the big spender 
is cable’s ESPN, which forks over $600 million per year for the privilege of 
carrying all Sunday-night games. In all the NFL collects more than $17 
billion from the “winning” bidders, twice what it took in during the last 
round of bidding. Cable operators and affiliates grumble that exorbitant 
rights fees will erase their profits, while sore losers GE (parent of NBC) and 
Time Warner (TNT) talk about starting up a league of their own ... 


CBS’s Winter Olympics ratings fall well short of those for its coverage of 
the Lillehammer Games in 1994 and even the Tonya-and-Nancy-free ‘92 
Games in Albertville. The network blames the weather; critics blame CBS 
for fixating on skiing and skating events and for using dull-as-dishwater 
anchor Jim Nantz ... WB passes up UPN in season-to-date ratings for the 
first time since the two networks signed on three years ago. UPN’s Dean 
Valentine says the network is going to start aiming for middle America 
(read: what were we thinking when we gave Andrew Dice Clay a sitcom?). 


March ’98 


Dept. of Great Timing. The rights to “Seinfeld” repeats in 2001 go on sale 
early and fetch the highest prices ever seen in syndication. When the 
bidding is over “Seinfeld” will have collected $1.5 billion in fees, of which 
Jerry's take is estimated at 15 percent, or $300 million ... After trying for 
weeks to pressure broadcasters into setting aside free air time for politi- 
cal candidates, FCC chairman Kennard decides to cool it when a House 
panel contemplates yanking the FCC’s funding ... 


Kevin Newman, one of the more popular anchors to grace ABC’s overnight 
“World News Now,” is named the successor to Charles Gibson on “Good 
Morning America” ... ESPN Magazine launches and immediately shoots 
past Sports Illustrated on true fans’ must-read list ... The same can’t be 
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[BLEEP] YOU, SENATOR LIEBERMAN. 


From a March 30, 1998 letter by Education Secretary Richard Riley to Sens. Joseph 
Lieberman and Dan Coats in response to the senators’ request that funds for the closed- 
captioning of “The Jerry Springer Show” be cut off: 

“Just a few weeks ago the students of Gallaudet College marched to the Capitol to 
commemorate the 10th anniversary of the appointment of I. King Jordan as President 
of Gallaudet. As you may well remember, the fight to have a deaf person appointed to 
head Gallaudet came to symbolize for many deaf Americans their determination to 
demand full citizenship in our society. 

“This is why I believe the best approach to dealing with ‘The Jerry Springer oe 
is to affirm the faith you and I share in the common sense and good Dea ° 
deaf Americans to make their own decisions about how to live their lives, including 

i isi h, and which programs they choose to 
which television programs they choose to watch, ean Bas fot 
turn off. As distasteful as The Jerry Springer Show may be to ae he mA onion 
believe it should be the role of this Department 1n cal ae apr iin: 
program to single out particular television Sha a earerae © mecbetets 
that individuals who are deaf organs i aa Pasha Seainunttn 

those programs that are watched by 


said of E i 

oe ae SEE te new regional network created by Walt Disney to 

riot tt est and carry the games of Disney-owned team, the 
ighty Duc and the Angels. After key cable systems in southern Califor- 

nia inform Disney they don’t have room for another channel, the Ducks t 

and Angels are forced to sign with Fox and ESPN : 


West dies a- i 
Goners: Syndicator King World announces this will be the eat eta 
“American Journal.” Another syndicator, Disney's Buena Vista, yanks 
“Keenen Ivory Wayans” without letting the host so much as say “Bye now, 
and watch Sinbad.” 


April ’98 


No tomorrows for Tom. CBS “Late Late Show” host Tom Snyder announces 
he'll quit his late-night talk show sometime next year. CBS names Craig 
Kilborn from “The Daily Show,” of all people, to take his place ... The 
network also announces that a new program with Howard Stern will 
compete with “Saturday Night Live” beginning in August ... UPN says it 
will begin programming five nights a week, same as the WB, in the fall 
(only not the same five nights as the WB) ... Kay Koplovitz, a two-time 


takeover victim in the past nine months, says sayonara to USA Network, 
the cable channel she founded 21 years ago ... 


Several former “Jerry Springer” guests say they were encouraged to fight 
by the show's producers. Meanwhile, Chicago's WMAQ drops Springer, whose 
show tapes at the station’s studios. The Fox affiliate immediately picks up 
the show, agrees to air it twice a day and pays three times what WMAQ 

did ... Fox affiliates are incensed to learn that a two-part storyline will 
cross over from “Ally McBeal” on Fox at 8 to “The Practice” on ABC at 9. 
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Grateful ABC affiliates, meanwhile, plaster their airwaves with “Practice” 
promos that prominently feature Calista Flockhart ... HBO launches the 
most ambitious program in its history, the $60 million 12-hour “From 
the Earth to the Moon.” The miniseries is executive produced by Tom 
Hanks, who also introduces each episode and is one of several directors ... 
Reed Diamond, who plays Kellerman on “Homicide: Life on the Street,” 
will leave the show, the producers announce ... Jimmy Smits earlier made 
the same announcement regarding his “NYPD Blue” character ... Goners: 
With several outstanding episodes still in the can, “Nothing Sacred” is 
canned by ABC. “Cybill” is yanked by CBS. The WB ousts “Three.” 


May ’98 

“Seinfeld” goes out on top. The 75-minute final episode of “Seinfeld” is 
watched by 76 million viewers; one minute after it ends, 75.5 million 
people say, “Boy, that stunk.” The final episode of “Cheers” had drawn 80 


million five years earlier; the last episode of “M*A*S*H,” with 105 million 
viewers, is still the benchmark ... Actor-comedian Phil Hartman is shot 


The Invisible Men 


Very few TV shows seem to capture the interest of young males, as the chart below 
demonstrates. Not surprisingly, companies pay dearly for the privilege of advertising on 
these top-rated shows. Each rating point is 1 percent of persons in the U.S. in that age 
group. (Source: Nielsen Media Research) 


Women 18-34 “Rating | Men 18-34 Rating 
1. Seinfeld | -18.0° 1. Seinfeld 14.8. 
2. ER © 16.6 2. Mon. Night Football | 10.7) 
3. Friends [< 14.42 3. ER 10.5. 
3. Veronica’ s Closet E 14.4 4. King of the Hill : 10.3 
5. Union Square _ 12.5 4. Friends 10.3. 
6. Party of Five 11.9 6. The Simpsons ‘ 9.9) 
7. Beverly Hills 90210 | 11.5. 6. The X-Files it 9-94 
8. Just Shoot Me | 9.8) 8. Veronica's Closet 9.4) 
9. Melrose Place i 9.7. 9. Union Square : _ 8.6) 
10. Ally McBeal _ 9.0) 10. Just Shoot Me pe 7Z63q 
11. The X-Files | 8.6 11. Party of Five bo. 6.6) 
12. King of the Hill 7.9 12. Drew Carey Show RS 6.4. 
13. Frasier > | 7-8 13. Beverly Hills 90210 | 6.3. 
14. Drew Carey Show k 7.7. 14. Home Improvement RR 5.7) 
15. Home Improvement _—‘ 75-15. Jenny E 56 
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dead by his wife in a murder/suicide. Hartman, well known for his roles on 
“Saturday Night Live,” was a cast member of “NewsRadio” and a regular 
voicer on “The Simpsons” ... 


ABC cancels “Ellen” and earns a front-cover reprimand from the 
tastemakers at Entertainment Weekly (Yep, She’s Too Gay”) ... Fans of 
“Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman” and “The Sentinel” respond with letter- 
writing and Internet campaigns when their shows are left off the networks’ 
fall schedules ... Meanwhile, Steven Bochco says he’s rethinking that 
whole long-term deal with CBS after his low-rated and overly familiar 
“Brooklyn South” is canceled ... 


Jerry Springer and his new boss, USA’s Barry Diller, agree to suspend the 
fighting scenes in future “Springer” broadcasts. The ban goes into effect 
in June and lasts all of five weeks ... NBC announces that “The Tonight 
Show with Jay Leno” is drawing an average 6.3 million viewers, highest 
since 1989 when Johnny Carson was host ... After failing to secure a 
theatrical distributor, the producers of Adrian Lyne’s tedious remake of 
Vladimir Nabokov’s “Lolita” sign a deal with Showtime to air the movie on 
TV instead ... 


Three transactions that suggest the changing economics of television: 
Satellite provider DirecTV begins offering pay-per-view access to “Days of 
our Lives” for $9.99 a month which permits several viewings of each 
episode per day plus weekend marathons. ABC launches cable channel All 
My Soaps to repurpose its daytime programs. And the UPN network ac- 
quires the syndication rights to “Spin City” beginning in the year 
2000—when the show will still be airing on ABC. 


June ’98 


“Wild Discovery—the best show you've never seen.” TCI, the nation’s 
No.1 or No. 2 cable company depending on how you measure it, acquires 
TV Guide from Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. ... Later in the month TCI 
itself is acquired by AT&T, which covets TCI’s millions of miles of cable; 
and later in the summer AT&T merges with British Telecom, proving once 
again that resistance is futile ... Goners: “Vibe” joins “Keenen Ivory 
Wayans” in syndication heaven. If only “Vibe” producer Quincy Jones had 
waited until he’d seen the first broadcast of “The Magic Hour.” CNBC pulls 
the plug on Charles Grodin, who is promptly relit at MSNBC. 
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Sunday 


Top shows, all viewers: Touched by an Angel, 60 Minutes, CBS Sunday Movie. Among viewers 
ages 18-54: The X-Files, King of the Hill, The Simpsons. 


CBS promotes Sundays as 
“America’s Night of Television,” 
and that’s as good a rallying cry 
as any for the embattled world 
of broadcast TV. Three 
networks—CBS, NBC and Fox— 
enjoy high viewerships on this 
night. CBS wins in total viewers 
while Fox, thanks to the 
durable marriage of Marge and 
Homer Simpson (right), is tops 
with younger viewers. ABC 
could have a stellar Sunday too 
if the new “20/20” and “The 
Practice” take off. CBS hopes to 
entice younger viewers from its 
new Sunday-afternoon NFL 
franchise, lower the average age of its prime-time audience and 
raise its ad rates. 


60 Minutes 


Newsmagazine. CBS, 6:00. Premiere: Sept. 20. Season: 31st. Producer: CBS News. Total 
viewers: 8th. Viewers 18-54: 34th. Viewers 18-49: 46th. 


Fox Television 


Television’s most successful show ever was the focus of much discussion 
this summer as the network pushed hard for a spinoff newsmagazine. After 
much resistance, “60 Minutes” executive producer Don Hewitt agreed to 
create a second version of the show—and then sealed its doom by ensuring 
it will look nothing like the original. None of the original correspondents 
will appear on “60” the second, nor will Bryant Gumbel, the network’s 
most visible unemployed news talent. (The ever-present Dan Rather will 
anchor instead.) Viewers will get correspondents like Bernard Goldberg who 
have shown up on other CBS newsmagazines (“Coast to Coast,” “Eye to 


About the “Pick to Click” 

Some readers may be confused by my use of “Pick to Clicks” in my prime-time program 
listings. Why do I say all those nice things about “The Simpsons,” for instance, and then not 
pick-to-click it? Because the label serves much the same purpose it does in the Lineups 
section of Late SHow News: It calls attention to good shows that might otherwise elude the 
reader's casual glance. 
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Eye,” etc.) There will be some freshening up of old “60 Minutes” stories for 
use on the second hour, but that seems a token contribution compared to 
withholding anchors and correspondents. 


Hewitt resisted expanding the “60 Minutes” franchise because he’s afraid of 
stretching his enterprise too thin. That likely provoked bitter laughs 
elsewhere, since it’s widely felt that “60 Minutes” is the most pampered 
and protected program on TV. But Hewitt probably has the right instinct: 
he knows “60 Minutes” needs to have a stellar season in order to hook 
those new viewers coming to CBS for Sunday afternoon football. If “60 
Minutes” can’t grab them, it’s doubtful anything on the network will. 


And it’s not as though “60 Minutes” isn’t without flaws that could be 
exploited by doubling its work load. Yes, the show continues to grab its 
share of scoops, like Ed Bradley's conversation in March with former Clinton 
friend Kathleen Willey, who had just testified that the president fondled 
her in the Oval Office. Some editions are superbly done, too, like the one 
that came out the weekend of Princess Diana’s death. But its sharpness is 
often lost on secondary stories. A Lesley Stahl report on conspiracy Web 
pages was laughably retro. A story on the mysterious death of newsman 
George Polk 50 years ago was so aimless that you wound up not caring who 
Polk was or who might have killed him. More embarrassing, “60 Minutes” 
last year showed erroneous video in a story, was forced to issue a correc- 
tion two weeks later, then aired a repeat of the story this summer and 
showed the same faulty footage again. 


Wonderful World of Disney © 


Family showcase. ABC, 6:00. Premiere: Sept. 27. Season: 36th. Studio: Walt Disney. Total 
viewers: 30th. Viewers 18-54: 48th. 


ABC spent a pile of money last season to revive prime time’s longest- 
running program, off the air since 1990. New productions included a 
“Cinderella” remake with Brandy Norwood and Whitney Houston (this was 
ABC’s most-watched movie in a decade) and “The Garbage-Picking, Field 
Goal-Kicking, Philadelphia Phenomenon” featuring Tony Danza (this 


About Nielsen rankings 

In the fine print accompanying each prime-time program you will see how it ranked among 
all prime-time programs in total viewers and in viewers ages 18 to 54. These rankings are 
averages for the period Sept. 1997-July 1998. For example, when you see that “Wonderful 
World of Disney” is ranked 30th in total viewers, it means that 29 TV series had a larger 
average viewership last season. The 18-54 age group is fairly broad, but it still isolates the 
younger viewing audience that advertisers prefer. You'll notice that many CBS programs like 
“60 Minutes” drop steeply between their total-viewers ranking and 18-54’s ranking—a 
telltale sign that much of their viewership is older than 54. 

I have also included rankings from other viewing groups where a certain program has 
done especially well or poorly. “Dawson's Creek,” for instance, ranked 133d among total 
viewers but second among teenagers. 

All ratings data in this book is supplied by Nielsen Media Research. I’ve chosen to use 
“total viewers” instead of “total households” for my rankings because, as they say, house- 
holds don’t watch TV, people do. 
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wasn’t). With corporate parent Disney turning the crank, “Wonderful 
World” also was one of the most heavily promoted shows on the network. 
It was where one of the most outstanding hours on TV last season aired: 
“Ruby Bridges,” the true story of the girl who desegregated her elementary 
school in New Orleans in 1960. 


Disney promises to continue its profligate ways this season, with new 
teleflicks including “Mail to the Chief” (Randy Quaid as the President gains 
a 13-year-old advisor in an Internet chat room) and “Noah” (Danza again, 
this time as a reluctant latter-day shipbuilder), as well as “The New Adven- 
tures of Spin and Marty,” “Sabrina Goes to Rome” and “A Connecticut 
Yankee in King Arthur's Court” with Whoopi Goldberg as the lead. That’ll 
augment a stable of films Disney picked up using cash and synergy dollars: 
“Hercules,” “Mr. Holland’s Opus” and “Harriet the Spy” among them. 


Bloopers 

Reality (funny/sports). NBC, 6:00. Premiere: TBA. Producer: Various. Total viewers: 94th. 
Viewers 18-54: 87th. 

World’s Funniest! 

Reality (funny). Fox, 6:00. Premiere: Aug. 23. Season: TK. Studio: Brad Lachman. Total 
viewers: 90th. Viewers 18-54: 67th. 

With the kids watching ABC and the “60 Minutes” crowd glued to CBS, NBC 
and Fox are left to fight over the remainder. Both networks start off with 
reality programming, NBC with an hour of undetermined content that may 
include “Bloopers” from Dick Clark and material from the sports division, 
while Fox will again offer “World’s Funniest!” its wacky video series hosted 
by James Brown, this season trimmed to 30 minutes. 


About 8 


We read the headlines about NBC paying $13 million per episode for “ER” but what we don’t 
see is the day-to-day push to control costs by all the networks. One very effective way of 
late has been to cut out the middleman: the studios that traditionally shepherded nearly all 
the shows on the networks’ prime-time schedules. 

In 1995, the federal government lifted its age-old prohibition against the three networks’ 
owning any financial stake in the off-network syndication of shows they air. The “fin-syn” 
rule, as it was called, was devised as a check to the Big Three’s once-unassailable power, but 
now seemed unnecessary. The moment fin-syn was revoked, the networks got into the TV 
production business. In 1991 only five shows were network-produced; in the fall of 1995, 
the first season after fin-syn, 32 were. This fall, 44 prime-time entertainment shows on 
network TV (excluding movies) are at least partially owned by the host network. These 
shows are indicated in the pages that follow with the dollar symbol, shown above. 

Now factor in 11 newsmagazine editions on the schedule this fall. One hour of 
newsmagazine costs about $800,000 to produce, while middle-rated sitcoms or dramas cost 
as much as twice that per hour. When multiple editions are added, with the same anchors 
and some overlapping staff, the cost per hour plunges. 

These have become contentious issues in Hollywood. Do substandard shows get onto the 

| schedule because the networks can own them instead of paying an outside studio? Do they 
add extra hours of “Dateline” and “20/20” because the risk-reward is so much sweeter than 
bankrolling a new one-hour drama? Look for the dollar symbol next to the shows that follow 
and judge for yaqurself. « 
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7th Heaven: Beginnings 

Family drama. WB, 6:00. Beginning: Sept. 13. Studio: Spelling. Note: Repeats only; see 
Monday 7:00 for full show description. 

Here’s a smart way to promote an underappreciated show and give the 
folks in development a little extra time. The WB is airing repeats from the 
first season of “7th Heaven” for at least the first four months of the sea- 
son, rather than try rushing new shows onto the schedule. By January the 
WB expects something to be ready to take its place, either another teen- 
skewing drama or a pair of sitcoms. 


Holding the Baby © 


Sitcom. Fox, 6:30. Premiere: Aug. 23. Studio: Twentieth/Granada. New 6: 
7:3 


At 6:30 Fox adds this adaptation of a Britcom about Gordon, a rising 
young executive (Jon Patrick Walker) whose wife runs off with her guru 
and leaves him ... you got it. Kelly (Jennifer Westfeldt) is the cutie he 
hires as babysitter-slash-love interest, and Jimmy (Eddis McClintock) is his 
undependable live-in brother. The great thing about “World's Funniest!” is 
Fox can stretch it back to an hour when this show disappears in three 
weeks. 


Touched by an Angel © 


Drama/inspirational. CBS, 7:00. Premieres: Sept. 20. Season: 5th. Studio: CBS Produc- 
tions. Total viewers: 5th. Viewers 18-54: 15th. 


This show remains the pride of the entire CBS schedule: the network’s 
top-rated program and the only Top 20 show on CBS among adults ages 
25-54. You may not be moved by the often-treacly tales of human lives 
altered by a visit from a spiritual being—but chances are your neighbor is. 
“Touched by an Angel” reaches every age group and every ethnic group in 
substantial numbers, making it as much a “broadcast” product as anything 
NBC puts out on Thursdays. And it’s about to help shape the destiny of a 
second TV network: “Touched by an Angel” repeats will air every night in 
prime time on the Pax network when it launches Aug. 31 on local stations 
in about 70 percent of the U.S. (see page 55). 


The show revolves around Tess (Della Reese), a seen-’em-all senior seraph; 
her earnest Irish-tinged protégé, Monica (Roma Downey); and the most 
charismatic Angel of Death ever, Andrew (John Dye). The “Touched by an 
Angel” we know today was actually born again by producer Martha 
Williamson, who came in as show doctor after “Touched” launched in 1994 
to mediocre reviews and ratings. Having originated in response to the wave 
of bestsellers then being published about human-angel encounters, 
“Touched by an Angel” had a strong New Age component. Williamson 
replaced that with a spiritual presence closer to evangelical Christianity. 
She brought in stories of personal redemption and didn’t shy away from 
hard subjects like drug abuse, AIDS, and especially families in trouble. 
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Theodicy issues (“How could God allow this to happen?!”) became a com- 
mon theme. Clergy in crisis was such a common theme you wondered if 
Williamson had a pastoral counselor on her writing staff. 


Many TV executives and critics were surprised when viewers began to 
discover the show, buried as it was in a Saturday-night time slot. Truth is, 
the audience has always been out there, waiting for a show like this; 
people who like country or gospel music, read “Chicken Soup” books and 
raise an eyebrow when a rating higher than “TV-G” comes on their screen. 


The Simpsons © 
Cartoon. Fox, 7:00. Premieres: Aug. 23 and Sep. 20. Season: 10th. Studio: Gracie Films/Fox. 
Total viewers: 17th. Viewers 18-54: 13th. Teenagers: 2d. 


“The Simpsons” begins its 10th season as the top-rated returning series 
among teenagers (tied with “Dawson's Creek”) and ranked 18th among all 
viewers. Other than the Letterman show, I don’t know of any TV franchise 
more closely watched, its contents more enthusiastically dissected or its 
imprint on the culture more distinctive. This is another program made 
poorer by the loss of Phil Hartman, one of Hollywood's most expert cartoon 
voices and a frequent voicer on “The Simpsons.” But at least we still have 
Harry Shearer, an even more prolific voicer who does Mr. Burns, Ned 
Flanders, Smithers, and a zillion other “Simpsons” irregulars. 


Dan Castellaneta is the voice of Homer Simpson; Julie Kavner is Marge; 
Nancy Cartwright is Bart and Yeardley Smith is the sensitive, intelligent 
Simpson, Lisa. Hank Azaria does several voices as well, including Moe, who 
runs the dank, depressing pub that Homer favors; and the convenience 
store operator Apu, for which Azaria just won an Emmy award for out- 
standing voiceover performance (an Emmy given out in August). 


Dateline Sunday 


Newsmagazine. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: TBA. Season: 3d. Producer: NBC News. Total viewers: 
40th. Viewers 18-54: 60th. 

Sunday was the lowest-rated night of NBC’s newsmagazine, but it also 
served more hard time than the other three “Datelines.” Originally sched- 
uled opposite “60 Minutes,” it was pummeled by critics and ignored by 
viewers. But the two sitcoms NBC had scheduled after it, “Men Behaving 
Badly” and “Jenny,” did even worse. So “Dateline” moved to 7 p.m., where 
it offered, of all things, a hard-news alternative to squeezably soft 
“Touched by an Angel” and the “Simpsons” chew toy. 


oe 
Sister, Sister 
Sitcom. WB, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 13. Season: 5th. Studio: Paramount. Total viewers: 135th. 
Viewers 18-54: 140th. African-Americans 25-54: 28th. Teenagers: 35th. 


Tia and Tamera Mowry play twin girls separated at birth, now reunited as 
teenagers and how convenient, both of them are part of single-parent 
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Q: Why do shows that appeal to younger viewers cost 
more to advertise on? My parents have way more money 
than I do. 


A: Be that as it may, 30 seconds of commercial time on a show like “The Simpsons” 
that’s huge with young viewers can cost an advertiser twice as much as an ad on “60 
Minutes,” which is watched by a much larger audience but is comprised primarily of 
older viewers. One of the reasons for the disparity is, indeed, based on an ageist 
assumption: Madison Avenue believes younger viewers have more disposable income 
and are more suggestible to advertising pitches than older viewers, despite several 
research reports that say otherwise. (Much of the countervailing research has been 
conducted by CBS’ head researcher, David Poltrack, who has been badgering the ad 
community for years to change its thinking.) However, it’s not the only reason. Older 
viewers also happen to watch a whole heckuva lot more TV than younger viewers. It’s 
easier for advertisers to reach them and they‘d be fools to overpay for the privilege.By 
contrast, males ages 18-34 are the least TV-occupied demographic group and 
companies pay top dollar to advertise on the shows they watch. 


homes, meaning her dad (Tim Reid) and her mom (Jackee Harry) could 
possibly get together. (And they knew that it was much more than a 
hunch.) Marques Houston plays Roger, a schoolmate who's frequently 
involved in Tia’s and Tamera’s social escapades. 


That 70’s Show @) 
Sitcom. Fox, 7:30. Premiere: Aug. 23. Studio: Carsey-Werner. New 7 0 
Teenagers in Wisconsin grow up in the era of bell bottoms and frizzy hair ET 


in this new show from Bonnie and Terry Turner and Mark Brazill, the 
forces behind “3rd Rock from the Sun.” An ensemble of ten—six teens led 
by Eric (Topher Grace) and his next-door neighbor Donna (Laura Prepon)— 
make up the cast. Eric is 17, exceedingly ordinary and eminently subur- 
ban. Heck, his folks are even named Red and Kitty (Kurtwood Smith and 
Debra Jo Rupp)! Eric likes to hang out in the basement with Donna and 
their friends Kelso (Ashton Kutcher), Kelso’s annoying girlfriend Jackie 
(Mila Kunis), Hyde (Danny Masterson) and my favorite character, Fez the 
exchange student (Wilmer Valderrama). There they try to scam a little beer 
and who knows, maybe a reefer or two: Occasionally Red and Kitty have a 
party, invite over Donna's parents, Bob and Midge (Don Stark, Tanya Rob- 
erts), and make fun of Bob's bizarre new perm. 


It's a tricky thing, these nostalgia sitcoms, because mocking an entire era 
is really not much more than a one-shot deal. Look at “The Wedding 
Singer.” By contrast, “Happy Days,” another nostalgia show that took place 
in Wisconsin, didn’t ridicule the ‘50s, it celebrated them. In 1976 sixth- 
grade kids were rolling packs of candy cigarettes up into their T-shirt 
sleeves because it was cool, because “the Fonz” would've approved. That 
‘70s show ran for 10 years. If “That 70’s Show” doesn’t stop bombarding us 
with all of the Todd Rundgren and “Charlie’s Angels” references it’s not 


B.U.T.V. ‘98 


AVGNNS 


17 


aaa ia a an 


going to last 10 episodes. We'll find out, in the long run (in the loooo-ong 
run). A saving grace is the show's “3rd Rock” sensibility, a sweet goofiness 
| that comes out in the budding romance of Eric and Donna. Another “3rd 
| Rock”-ism: The show is chopped up into bite-sized scenes with quick-hit 
visual gags in between (e.g., the Farrah Fawcett swimsuit poster with lips 
that suddenly cry out baby baby baby!). The marijuana bit is even cute— 
provided you believe drug humor can be cute. 


Smart Guy 


Sitcom. WB, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 13. Season: 3d. Studio: Disney. Total viewers: 134th. 
Viewers 18-54: 140th. African-Americans 25-54: 19th. Teenagers: 25th. 


Starring the third Mowry, 11-year-old Tahj, as T.J. Henderson, child 
prodigy. This show is more of a family show despite being organized 
around T.J., with an especially strong performance from John Marshall 
Jones as T.J’s single dad, Floyd. Marcus (Jason Weaver) and sister Yvette 
(Essence Atkins) are the older siblings T.J. gets to torment at high school, 
where he’s been promoted. Boys being boys, T.J. is also allowed to get 
himself into trouble with his precociousness. But the series is less weari- 
some because Tahj is not injected into scripts in obnoxious doses. 


When “Smart Guy” made its midseason debut in 1997, it actually beat 
NBC's “The Single Guy” one week in the ratings. Now maybe people were 
just confused by the similar-sounding title, but when you get beaten by a 
WB show, it’s time for you to go away. Because Weaver is a recording artist 
on a Time Warner-owned label (WB's parent), there are occasional music 
performances on “Smart Guy.” 


The X-Files © 
Drama. Fox, 8:00. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 11th. Viewers 18-54: 6th. 


0 0 When this show first signed on, a friend of mine thought it was a new 
version of “The Fugitive” with Mulder as Richard Kimble and Scully as kind 
of a Lt. Gerard. After a couple more seasons, my friend changed his mind. 
“The X-Files” has now become so fantastically convoluted that people 
routinely admit they understand less about the show the more they watch. 
Only recently has it begun to dawn on me what pure programming genius 
this is on the part of Chris Carter, the show’s creator. If he makes matters 
any more confusing, “The X-Files” could run forever. 


I went to the “X-Files” movie this summer and laughed myself silly as 
things got stranger and stranger. Within the first hour I realized nothing 
from the show would be resolved. How could it be, without giving all of us 
headaches trying to unravel the mess we'd just seen? There’s something 
admirably amusing about watching such a simple formula innocently 
executed week after week—and now, it appears, movie after movie. With- 
out fail, at the end of every episode, or every two-parter or three-parter, 
Mulder (David Duchovny) and Scully (Gillian Anderson) end up right back 
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where they started: with no hard evidence of a global conspiracy, alien 
presence, anything. The only thing they've accumulated in five years of 
“The X-Files,” in fact, has been audience. 


AVGNAS 


Every now and then, their bosses at the FBI close the X-Files, only to re- 
open them again. They have to re-open the files. They know, as we do, 
that Mulder and Scully are linked in their mission, are linked to the in- 
scrutable Cancer Man, who seems to watch their every move at a distance, 
and are linked to a universe of strange new manifestations of evil that 
appear with great regularity and wreak havoc, maybe take Scully hostage, 
push Mulder’s buttons but never—ever—affect the earth’s social or politi- 
cal trajectory one bit. You might say that Dana Scully and Fox Mulder are 
dialectically opposed to each other; she the cool head of science, he ever 
faithful to his missing alien-abducted sister and dead father. But opposites 
attract, especially the dialectical kind. 


Some people ask if Scully and Mulder can ever be romantically linked. The 
answer is obvious: Of course they can’t. These are wounded souls, each 
touched by losses in their lives. Before they can accept love and intimacy 
from another they must first satisfy that inner abandonment — that 
loneliness each of us feels in some corner of our being. Well, that and if 
they ever got together, there wouldn't be much reason to watch anymore, 
now would there? 


CBS Sunday Movie 


Various films. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 20. Total viewers: 9th. Viewers 18-54: 23d. 


NBC and CBS showed how two networks can schedule opposing movie 
nights and both succeed. The “CBS Sunday Movie” offered time-tested 
heartwarmers, but once again the show that got the biggest audience was 
a bit off the beaten path. “What the Deaf Man Heard” starred Matthew 
Modine as an orphan who had a whole town convinced he could neither 
hear nor speak — giving him permission to listen in on everyone’s secrets. 
James Earl Jones played the junk collector who had a million bucks stowed 
away and had Modine figured out years ago. 


This year, CBS has planned three miniseries: “Mama Flora’s Family,” based 
on what we can only hope was Alex Haley’s last attempt to extend his 
“Roots” franchise (remember “Queen”?), and adaptations of George Dell's 
The Earth Abideth and E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime. Among the two-hour mov- 
ies are Having Our Say, based on the memoir of famous centenarians the 
Delany sisters, and yet another Beauty and the Beast retelling, this one 
starring Janine Turner and Hal Holbrook. Other movies will star Walter 
Matthau and Carol Burnett, Reba McIntire and Tim Matheson, and country 
legends Kris, Waylon, Willie and Travis—you supply the surnames. 


The movie I’m looking forward to is “The Young Man from Atlanta,” based 
on Horton Foote’s play and with a script by Foote, who has cranked out a 
couple of gems of late, “Old Man” for CBS and “Alone” for Showtime, 
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Q: Are “Hallmark Hall of Fame” and Hallmark 
Entertainment the same thing? : 


A: Not exactly. Hallmark Cards, based in Kansas City, has produced the “Hallmark Hall 
of Fame” anthology series since the 1950s. In recent years the franchise has been 
wedded to CBS but in the past also aired on NBC. The earlier productions were mostly 
performed live. Hallmark Entertainment, is a production company run by Hungarian 
emigré Robert Halmi Sr. and his son Robert Halmi Jr. The company was acquired by 
Hallmark Cards three years ago and has since become one of the most aggressive 
producers of longform (longer than one hour) programming in TV. Hallmark Entertain- 
ment is not bound to any network and its recent productions have appeared on CBS, 
NBC and Showtime among others. ; 


dramas that are economical on dialogue and action yet completely demand 
our attention. As usual, four of the Sunday movies will be “Hallmark Hall 
of Fames,” each of them tied to a card-giving time of the year. One of the 
“Hall of Fames” is an adaptation of Anne Tyler’s “Saint Maybe.” CBS has 
also acquired several major motion pictures, cut out the sex and dirty 
words and added commercials to: “Philadelphia,” “Dead Man Walking,” 
“The First Wives Club,” the “Sabrina” remake and most intriguing, the 
Richard Gere-Edward Norton thriller “Primal Fear.” 


20/20 Sunday 


Newsmagazine. ABC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 20. Producer: ABC News. New 


The third newsmagazine on a night that once. belonged entirely to “60 
Minutes” may be worth catching if only because it offers that rarest of 
combinations: two female co-anchors. Barbara Walters and Diane Sawyer 
will team up for the third of what by year’s end will be four hours of the 
newsmagazine “20/20.” On other nights of the week they'll play friendly 
rivals; Walters, who works alongside Hugh Downs on Fridays, may want 
guests that Sawyer, paired with Sam Donaldson on Wednesdays, is trying 
to sew up, and vice versa. But with both women, and ABC, feeling the 
pressure to succeed on America’s Night of Television, it’s in their best 
interest to strike a deal that the really big exclusives play on Sundays. 


NBC Sunday Night Movie 


Various films. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: TBA. Total viewers: 23d. Viewers 18-54: 21st. 


The NBC Sunday movie offers an upscale, mostly family-friendly product 
too, much of the time, but it’s not afraid to take risks, either. “Merlin” was 
a big financial risk, while “Asteroid” and the gutless “House of Franken- 
stein ‘97” were creatively more daring than CBS's Sunday fare. Still, it’s 
hardly the woman-in-danger type of movie NBC used to specialize in. This 
is one instance in which “Dateline” has paid an unlikely dividend: NBC's 
newsmagazine now covers those more lurid stories, leaving the movie arm 
free to take the high road. And because “Dateline” costs a fraction of the 
production of a TV film, NBC can afford to pay for Robert Halmi Sr’s Great 
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Books adaptations. 


Halmi’s Hallmark Entertainment and NBC this fall will present “Crime and 
Punishment,” a two-hour adaptation of Dostoevsky’s novel by that time. 
Wait a minute—two hours, that is, 88 minutes plus commercials, for “Crime 
and Punishment”? What do they think this is, a “Law & Order” episode? I’m 
told that at least one major character from the book has been written 
completely out of the TV treatment. Apparently nobody paid attention to 
what a lousy job “Masterpiece Theater” did with George Eliot’s “The Mill on 
the Floss” last season. You can’t rush quality! Also this fall, Peter Fonda 
stars as Gideon Prosper in a retelling of Shakespeare’s “The Tempest” 
situated in the Mississippi Delta during the Civil War era. 


Unhappily Ever After 


Sitcom. WB, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 13. Season: 5th. Studio: Touchstone. Total viewers: 144th. 
Viewers 18-54: 144th. Teenagers: 41st. 


Don’t be fooled by this show's rock-bottom ratings; also don’t be fooled 
when you hear this referred to as an “adult situation comedy.” The reality 
is that teenage viewers, probably spilling over from the WB’s wholesome 7 
o'clock hour, are the ones watching “Unhappily Ever After.” Surely the 
presence of bombshell Nikki Cox, who plays daughter Tiffany, also helps. 
Whatever the reason, repeats of the show were put on the syndication 
market in August and were a surprise sensation, selling immediately to 
stations in half the country. The show's timing was perfect; many stations 
were burned in the past year by “Vibe,” “Keenen” and “Magic” and were 
looking for something to put on in late night that might actually stick to 
the wall. “Unhappily Ever After,” taken from the rib of “Married ... With 
Children” —itself a proven late-night hit in repeats—won these stations 
over in a heartbeat. (Producer Ron Leavitt was co-creator of both shows.) 


“Unhappily Ever After” stars Geoff Pierson and Stephanie Hodge as Jack 
and Jennie, a married couple who decide not to divorce because of the 
kids. Still, Jennie makes Jack sleep in the basement, where he must find 
consolation in talking with his stuffed bunny Mr. Floppy, voiced by 
scratchy-voiced comedian Bobcat Goldthwait. Kevin Connolly, Justin 
Berfield and Cox play the predictably maladjusted kids. This season Jennie 
will run off to Europe, leaving Jack to begin dating again. 


The Army Show 


Office sitcom. WB, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 13. Studio: Castle Rock (“Seinfeld”). New 
The WB caps an uneven two hours of comedy with this blatant knockoff 


of “The Phil Silvers Show” starring Dave Higgins (“Ellen”) as the ring- 8: 


leader of the usual colorful ensemble of misfits who’ve turned their 

Army base into a secret haven of graft and good living—all at taxpayer 
expense! Finally, someone at the Pentagon catches on and sends Lt. Handy 
(Craig Anton) to monitor the rogues at Fort Bendix. Other regulars include 
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MTV veejay John Sencio, Toby Huss, Harold Sylvester (Al's co-worker at the 
shoe store on “Married ... With Children”), Valerie Dillman and Brian 
Posehn. I think this one is aimed at teenagers, too. 


The Practice 


Drama. ABC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 27. Season: 3d. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 82d. 
9:00 Viewers 18-54: 60th. 


a Pick T, When David E. Kelley created this courtroom drama, he 

grasped something that had until then eluded the rest of 

Hollywood: that viewers would welcome a show about de- 
fense attorneys, not prosecutors, every now and then. There haven't been a 
lot of them, the best known being “The Defenders” with E.G. Marshall, the 
1960s series recently revived as a Showtime movie franchise. That's not to 
say that writing a show about defending the scum of the earth isn’t more 
of a challenge than one about putting said scum in jail. Fortunately, Kelley 
and Co. can write. Can they write! 


“The Practice” is also produced with imagination; the camera that pans 
swiftly between scenes is a nice touch. One memorable episode last season 
was shot as a documentary of the last few hours of a condemned man’s 
life—not a new idea but exceptionally executed. This is a pretty terrific 
ensemble, too, full of interesting, eye-catching, ordinary people dressed up 
to play lawyers on TV. They almost make you forget that most other shows 
are getting models or beauty queens or buns-of-steel dudes to play the 
cops and lawyers and doctors. Remember that line about people wanting to 
see people like themselves on TV? On “The Practice,” they actually do. 


This year, Bobby's firm will become a partnership, with Eugene (Steve 
Harris), Lindsay (Kelli Williams) and Ellenor (the marvelous Camryn 
Manheim) all getting a stake. The firm’s TV pitchman Jimmy (Michael 
Badalucco), however, will be made to wait a year to be vested, to his 
displeasure. And Bobby tries to get D.A. and recent love interest Helen 
Gamble (Lara Flynn Boyle) to join the practice. Rounding out the cast is 
the secretary Rebecca (LisaGay Hamilton). 
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Monday 


Top shows, all viewers: Monday Night Football, Dateline Monday, Cosby. Among viewers 18- 
54: Monday Night Football, Dateline Monday, Ally McBeal. 

Eight new series and a time 
shift for “Monday Night Foot- 
ball” make Monday the night 
of change. For CBS, it may be 
the night the network’s future 
hopes hinge on. CBS has taken 
a lot of knocks lately because 
its shows cater primarily to 
older viewers: Whether you 
think that’s fair or not, the 
last time CBS was No. 1, its 
Monday-night lineup— 
“Evening Shade,” “Murphy 

Brown” and “Northern Expo. (a a a ae Peay 
sure”—was huge with upscale of “Hyperion Bay” (Photo: James Sorenson) 
adults ages 25-54. If CBS 

wants its TV division to be profitable again, it will need shows 

that pull in viewers in their 30s and 40s, not just their 50s and 
60s. Meanwhile, the WB should have no trouble reaching 

younger viewers with a one-two of “7th Heaven” and the prom- 
ising new “Hyperion Bay” (above). 


7th Heaven 
Drama. WB, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: Spelling. Season: 4th. Total viewers: 


128th. Viewers 18-54: 131st. Teenagers: 20th. 
7:00 
8:0 I. 


Teenagers have discovered “7th Heaven,” the remarkably watchable gt 
family drama on the WB, although it appears not many others have. 

Eric and Annie Camden (Stephen Collins and Catherine Hicks) are a pastor 

and pastor's wife in the bucolic town of Glen Oak. He is patient, she re- 
sourceful, and together they have five children to be proud of: sons Matt 

(Barry Watson) and Simon (David Gallagher) and daughters Mary (Jessica 

Biel), Lucy (Beverley Mitchell) and Ruthie (Mackenzie Rosman). There is 

also a dog, Happy. You could've called this show “Seven Is Enough” until 

last season's closing episode, when Annie learned she was pregnant with 

another child. 


But “7th Heaven” is more ambitious than appears at first glance. It’s 
concerned with the same thing that concerns millions of families every 
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day: how to raise their kids with old-fashioned values in a world where 
screwed-up values bombard them from all directions, especially from ... 
from ... television. Alcoholism, drug use, heavy marital problems, peer 
pressure—while the teens and adults struggle with issues like these, the 
kids (especially Lucy) have those only-on-TV idyllic moral dilemmas, like 
which boy to date or who gets Matt's room when he moves out. The inno- 
cent storylines are designed, obviously, to counterpose the harder ones, 
but most weeks I think the show's writers execute the storylines very 
artfully. I realize a lot of TV storylines basically boil down to doing the 
right thing, because things will turn out for the best that way, but I do 
admire the way Aaron Spelling and his company (of all people!) have 
figured out how to do it in a style that kids enjoy watching. 


My only complaint is that the composition of the show still reflects 
Spelling’s world more than the real world. While we were visiting my in- 
laws in rural Minnesota this summer, Diane attended church with one of 
her nieces and was amazed to see, in the middle of the allegedly homog- 
enous American farmland, a Latino youth minister, not to mention a 
gaggle of Latino kids who had arrived with their parents in recent years. 
Racial mixing in our culture has gone way, way beyond tokenism, and 
you'd think more TV shows would've faced up to this simple reality by now. 


Cosby 
Sitcom. CBS, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Season: 3d. Studio: Carsey-Werner. Total viewers: 
28th. Viewers 18-54: 71st. 


This is one of those older-skewing shows CBS seems to have in large sup- 
ply. Nonetheless, Bill Cosby is one of the network's MVPs, holding down the 
7:00 time period on both Mondays and Fridays, and at a time when net- 
works are not having an easy time with shows aimed at a multiracial 
audience (“Gregory Hines” on CBS, “Built to Last” and “Players” on NBC 
and “New York Undercover” on Fox all bombed last season), “Cosby's” 
multigenerational and integrated cast is as pleasant a social statement as 
they come. 


Cosby seems destined to be linked with Phylicia Rashad for the remainder 
of his TV career. He was going to make a go of it with a new TV wife two 
years ago until he realized that his youngish co-star couldn't hack it. Later 
reporters asked him why. “I need someone who can catch,” he said. 
“Phylicia can catch.” It’s a lesson every standup comedian eventually 
learns: a polished routine is fine if you're only planning to put out one 
album a year, but impossible when the goal is 22 half-hours of TV per 
season. That's why so many comedies are ensemble in nature—very few 
comic actors are able to dominate the stage without driving away viewers. 
Cosby is one of the rare ones who can, but as he and his innumerable 
executive producers soon realized, he can’t do it all himself. Every star 
pitcher needs a sure-handed catcher. Rashad is the one. 
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Suddenly Susan 
Office sitcom. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Season: 3d. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 
70th. Viewers 18-54: 45th. 


Last season NBC structured Monday night around four female sitcoms, all 
of which started out on Thursdays in order to take advantage of the 
network's killer sampling levels that night (see box). Three of the shows 
were cynically packaged single-gal sitcoms with unstable ensembles, un- 
funny writing and unbearable hype (“Must-She TV!!”). Of those three, only 
“Suddenly Susan” survived. Brooke 
Shields stars as a diminishing 

fashion model desperate to prove Q: What is “sampling”? | 

she has comic abilities beyond the A: In TV circles it refers to people getting 


unintentional humor of her earlier  &xposed to a show they might not necessarily 
have known about or gone out of their way to 


nove No, actually she watch. “Suddenly Susan” performed respectably 
plays a magazine writer on the last season on Mondays, no doubt thanks to the 
show. A magazine writer who lives repeated samplings it got the previous year on 
in a splendid apartment and never ~— NBC's must-see Thursdays. On the other hand, 


seems to worry about money, even “Gregory Hines” aired on Friday nights, which 
was a poor time for adults looking for a sophisti- 


though she supposedly made : cated comedy. So CBS moved it to Mondays to 
things hard for herself by leaving a improve its sampling. It died anyway. 

rich fiancé at the altar in the pilot 

episode. I spoke recently with a 

former producer on that show who told me NBC deliberately sets up its 
sitcom leads in impossibly fanciful situations like Susan’s because the 
executives at the network believe viewers don’t want to watch people 
struggling with their circumstances. So struggle is eliminated. That, sayeth 
the ex-producer, is why all the NBC sitcom gals “live in apartments they 
couldn't possibly afford ... and that’s why they all work at magazines.” 


Susan's real job on the show might be to snare a new man. At the end of 
last season it looked as though she might finally succeed with Jack (Judd 
Nelson), the owner of the magazine where she works. Other regulars in- 
clude Susan’s frisky grandma Nana (Barbara Barrie), friend and coworker 
Vicki (comedian Kathy Griffin, whose talents are wasted here) and cowork- 
ers Luis (Nestor Carbonell) and Todd (David Strickland). 


Monday Night Football 


Sports. ABC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 7. Producer: ABC Sports. Season: 29th. Total viewers: 6th. 
Viewers 18-54: 7th. Men 18-34: 2d. 


It was the National Football League, I’m told, that asked ABC to move the 
kickoff of “Monday Night Football” to its new, earlier time. Games have 
been ending well after midnight Eastern time for three decades, making 
fans on the East Coast both sleepy and grumpy. ABC affiliates on the East 
Coast weren't happy, either; their local news was delayed by up to 90 
minutes, resulting in huge fall-offs in viewership. With the new start time, 
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Monday Night Football 1998 

Septs: 7: ac%s New England at Denver 
Sept. 14..... San Francisco at Washington 
Sept. 21..... Dallas at N.Y. Giants 
Sept. 28..... Tampa Bay at Detroit 
Oct: 5 scccsses Minnesota at Green Bay 
Oct, 12 062. Miami at Jacksonville 
Oct:19)22.2 N.Y. Jets at New England 
Oct. 26 ...... Pittsburgh at Kansas City 
Nov. 2 ..ssee0e Dallas at Philadelphia 
Nov. 9 .....068 Green Bay at Pittsburgh 


“Monday Night Football” also benefits 
ABC affiliates on the West Coast, 
who'll get two-plus hours of prime- 
time real estate to themselves after 
the game ends, meaning the ad time 
they sell won't have to be shared 
with the network. And it’s a boon for 
West Coast radio stations with NFL 
contracts; theyll get new rush-hour 
listeners. And executives at ABC 


Nov. 16 ...... Denver at Kansas City 
Nov. 23 ...... Miami at New England 
Nov. 30 ...... N.Y. Giants at San Francisco 


Entertainment, who have failed 
miserably for years trying to program 


Dec. 17 22.500 Green Bay at Tampa Bay something before football, were 
Dec. 14...... Detroit at San Francisco 3 r 
Dec. 21...... Sener at Mian probably secretly relieved at having 


to give back that hour to Sports. 
About the only people who didn’t 
benefit were fans on the West Coast who now have to negotiate their jobs 
and a 5:20 p.m. kickoff. 


Boomer Esiason steps into the “Monday Night Football” booth, replacing 
Frank Gifford who is headed for the studio to help Chris Berman with the 
pregame and halftime shows. (By the way, between Berman and Esiason 
this could well be the first program in network history starring two 
Boomers.) Esiason, the former Bengals and Jets quarterback, is personable 
enough; anyone who’s spoken to the press nearly every day for the past 15 
years is as qualified as anybody to try broadcasting. But plainly what ABC 
is trying to do here is recreate the Phil Simms-Paul Maguire combo that 
worked so well on NBC’s Sunday-afternoon NFL broadcasts. Esiason and Dan 
Dierdorf, who spent his career as a lineman, will be expected to fight 
good-naturedly on the air about everything from disputed referee’s calls to 
which player is working the hardest to whether today’s players are as 
tough, as smart and as strong as when Dierdorf played for the old St. Louis 
football Cardinals, by gum. The easy-spoken Michaels does his job better 
than anybody working today. (Of course, when Marv Albert returns to the 
national scene I may have to revise my rankings.) 


Dec. 28...... Pittsburgh at Jacksonville 


Melrose Place 


Prime-time soap. Fox, 7:00. Premiere: July 27. Studio: Spelling. Total viewers: 78th. Viewers 
18-34: 35th. 


By the time you read this, “Melrose Place” will have already begun its new 
season with a cast of seven, down from previous seasons. Josie Bissett 
returning in her old role as Jane Mancini and John Haymes Newton surfac- 
ing in the fall as Kyle’s (Rob Estes) younger brother, Ryan. Steve Wilder 
from “Days of Our Lives” will play Alex, a fashion designer who is inserted 
in order to ruin Jane’s and Michael's (Thomas Calabro) newly-rekindled 
relationship. Amanda (Heather Locklear), however, remains the show's 
queen bee. Because some episodes that were in the can last season never 
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aired, the “Melrose Place” season is going to stretch out for 10 months 
with scarcely a break. 


Guys Like Us 


Sitcom. UPN, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 5. Studio: Columbia TnStar. New 


Monday night isn’t usually the night where comedies with cute kids typi- 
cally go (“Alf” was the last one I can think of). But that’s where we find 6- 
year-old Maestro Harrell playing a 6-year-old, also named Maestro, who's 
forced to share an apartment with his older brother and his roommate in 
“Guys Like Us.” Bumper Robinson plays the older brother and Chris 
Hardwick his roommate. Perhaps all you really need to know is that the 
producers behind “Kenan & Kel,” “Good Burger” and “Family Matters” are 
behind this one. 


wcw Monday Nitro 


Professional wrestling. TNT, 7:00. 
WWE Raw 


Professional wrestling. USA, 8:00 and 9:00. 


Cable’s little secret, that some of its highest-rated shows involve huge sweaty men 
in tights and make-up grappling and otherwise defending each other's honor, is not 
lost on the titans of televised professional wrestling, Vince McMahon and Ted Turner, 
who are themselves locked in a title match concerning ratings and revenues. 

McMahon‘s WWF has moved from its tried-and-true formula of good-v.-evil stereo- 
types verging on outright jingoism, to the extremes of Extreme Wrestling and its 
Mortal Kombat-esque menu of blood and guts, as well as cross-promotion with outside 
sports celebrities like Mike Tyson. Ted Turner's WCW has gone from schedule finagling 
to bring in viewers (while also going the celebrity route, including Dennis Rodman and 
Jay Leno), to a full-out contractual assault on the WWF's roster. Stars that can’t be 
bought are simply imitated, stealing much of the WWF's thunder in the process. 

Unfortunately, a lot of that thunder is coming from the dinosaurs of the sport. 
Hollywood Hogan & Co., while undeniably instrumental in putting professional 
wrestling on the televised sports map, spend more time these days huffing and puffing 
than actually defending their putative belts and titles. This emphasis on name 

“recognition from the soapy show-biz side of the sport gives short shrift to the athletes 
moving up from the lower rungs of the wrestling title ladder. Influenced by the larger 
world of wrestling (including the martial-arts influenced Japanese wrestlers and the 
acrobatic luchadors of Mexico and Central and South America), these up-and-comers 
are changing the face of professional wrestling, as well as its style and practice. 

There will, of course, always be a place for the vaudevillean schtick of the top-billed 
marquee-men—after all, pro-wrestling has always been more entertainment than 
sport. But the major organizations ignore the new wrestlers and the new wrestling at 
their peril. Similar to baseball, there is a large regional wrestling circuit that might 
just prove more interesting in the long run as the Big Boys pay more attention to 
ratings and stars and other outside-the-ring antics than to the mat action that should 
be taking place inside, not to mention the fans that fill the sports domes and halls on 
a weekly basis. 

— Daniel Drennan, The Inquisitor (www. inquisitor.com) 
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Conrad Bloom 98 


Office sitcom. NBC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: NBC Studios. New 


“Conrad Bloom” is yet another office comedy about yet another single guy 
(Mark Feuerstein as Conrad) whose gimmick is that he’s kind, selfless, a 
“fixer” of people’s problems and a good listener. Consequently, women all 
love him—as should, the inference is pretty plain, women in the viewing 
audience. Men, I think, would enjoy seeing him crushed like a beetle, but 
maybe that’s just me projecting. Two of my favorite sitcom stars from the 
‘70s resurface here as regulars. Linda Lavin is exquisitely guilt-making as 
Conrad’s mom; she’s got the best part in the show. But Steve Landesberg, 
who's been heard but not seen since “Barney Miller” (he does a lot of 
voiceover work), is completely wasted here as a drugged-out, over-the-hill 
veteran of the ad agency where Conrad works. Hey, what’s Bonnie Franklin 
doing these days? 


The King of Queens © 


Sitcom. CBS, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: Columbia TriStar/CBS. New 


CBS is hoping, not irrationally, that you’ve blotted out any memory of the 
dreadful “That's Life,” which appeared briefly on ABC earlier this year and 
which, like this new sitcom, featured a working kinda guy living in Queens 
whose sanctuary is invaded by displaced in-laws. By day, Doug (played by 
standup comic Kevin James) delivers packages; by night he enjoys stretch- 
ing in front of the big screen and maybe getting a little nookie from wife 
Carrie (and who wouldn't, considering it’s Leah Remini, the finest thing 
within two miles of last year’s NBC dud “Fired Up”). Then come the space 
invaders: sister-in-law Sara (Lisa Rieffel) and father-in-law Arthur. Origi- 
nally Arthur was to be played by Jack Carter. But after the pilot episode 
was shot in the spring, Carter was replaced with Jerry Stiller, who’s famous 
today as George Costanza’s father on “Seinfeld” and Ben Stiller's father in 
real life. I've seen both men perform the same scenes and I actually pre- 
ferred Carter, but I think CBS figured it had no choice in the matter once 
Stiller became available. 


e 
DiResta © 
Office sitcom. UPN, 7:30. Premiere: Oct. 5. Studio: Paramount. New 


Standup comedian John DiResta “plays” a big-hearted subway cop in New 
York (the same real-life job DiResta once had in leaner times). Leila Kenzle, 
best known as Fran in “Mad About You,” plays DiResta’s wife. They've got a 
couple of cute kids, too. The subway station set may take the prize this 
fall for “Most Closely Resembles an Actual Soundstage.” 


Caroline in the City 


Sitcom. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Season: 4th. Studio: CBS Productions. Total viewers: 
52d. Viewers 18-54: 32d. 


This was the one sure thing NBC had last season in the “must-she” depart- 
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ment. In fact, the not-horribly-done Lea Thompson sitcom did well on 
Tuesdays after leaving the NBC Thursday-night nest and ran a solid second 
in 18-54’s to “Ally McBeal” at 8 o'clock. Like “Suddenly Susan,” it involves 
an ongoing, unending flirtation between the leading single woman and the 
leading single man, in this case Caroline (Thompson), a cartoonist who 
works out of her home, and Richard (Malcolm Gets), her assistant. Other 
regulars include next-door neighbor Annie (Amy Pietz), who has her own 
ideas on sex and the single gal, her on-again, off-again love interest Del 
(Eric Lutes) and his so-called assistant Charlie (Andy Lauer). 


Everybody Loves Raymond 


Sitcom. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Season: Studio: Worldwide Pants/HBO. Total viewers: 
33d. Viewers 18-54: 64th. 


Pi The most crucial element of the promised CBS turnaround 
ick To : ae ms 
signs on at anew time. “Everybody Loves Raymond” is the 
first prime-time show from David Letterman’s Worldwide 
Pants company to survive a full season. Ray Romano is teamed with a solid 
repertory. Patricia Heaton, who plays wife Debra, is a decent foil, as is 
Doris Roberts, who is Ray’s bossy mom Marie. But the show really belongs 
to the guys: Ray, his dad Frank (Peter Boyle) and Lerch-voiced brother 
Robert (Brad Garrett). I’ve met very few people who didn’t think this show 
was one of the best-written comedies on today. But apparently some of the 
naysayers include members of the television Academy, since the show 
received not a single Emmy nomination this year. 


Without “Cosby” to supply a lead-in audience as it did last season, “Every- 
body Loves Raymond” will finally be forced to go without training wheels 
this season. To pump up its visibility, CBS put double-runs of “Raymond” 
on Mondays this summer, and it’s the centerpiece of the CBS Web site. I 
have a feeling Romano is going to be very interested in what happens 
during the first half of the Cowboys-Giants game Sept. 21, and not because 
his character plays a sportswniter. 


Ally McBeal © 


Romantic comedy. Fox, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 14. Season: 2d. Studio: Twentieth. Total 
viewers: 63d. Viewers 18-54: 24th. Women 18-34; 10th. 


It took a few tries, but producer David E. Kelley finally crafted a show that 
is worthy of his company’s many talents. When Kelley introduced us to the 
weirdos of Rome, Wisconsin, in “Picket Fences,” critics loved it and the 
show took home Emmys, but its ratings were never that great. His next big 
effort, “Chicago Hope,” was more mainstream, maybe too mainstream. 
After a disastrous outing on Thursdays, CBS moved it to Mondays, then 
Wednesdays. Another Kelley show,”The Practice” on ABC, is also on its 
third different night. With “Ally McBeal,” the planets are finally aligned 
for Kelley: right network, right time and the right balance between sanity 
and absurdity for his twisted mind. 
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The reason to watch this show has little to do with Ally and everything to 
do with the people who surround her: sexy roommate Renée (Lisa Nicole 
Carson, the mother of Benton’s baby on “ER”), perhaps best known for 
kickboxing her date into a coma; Richard Fish (Greg Germann), the fast- 
talking, ridiculously bottom-line-oriented proprietor of Ally’s law firm; 
Billy (Gil Bellows), Ally’s long-ago boyfriend who dumped her in college, 
only to be recruited to Fish’s law firm along with Ally; Billy’s gorgeous 
wife, Georgia (Courtney Thorne-Smith), also part of the firm; Elaine, the 
aggressively nosy office secretary (Jane Krakowski); Whipper, the judge 
who's intimately involved with Fish (Dyan Cannon—are there enough 
blondes on this show?); and Cage (Peter MacNicol, formerly of “Chicago 
Hope”), an incredibly eccentric attorney who hums out loud as needed to 
restore personal equilibrium. Joining the cast this fall: Portia de Rossi 
(“Sirens”). 


Other stars on the show include the unisex bathroom, the stalls of which 
people always fail to check before disclosing some hideous secret; Vonda 
Shepard, the former backup singer for Jackson Browne whose career rock- 
eted after her weekly appearances on the show; and the dancing baby, an 
animated GIF file that some “Ally McBeal” writer discovered on the Web 
and transformed into a hallucination of Ally’s biological clock. 


Hyperion Bay 8 


Drama. WB, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


. Here’s the least copycattish of the WB drama series being 

introduced this fall. The show's creator, Joseph Dougherty, 
was a great find: the winner of two Emmys for writing, 

including “thirtysomething,” he had knocked out a couple of “spec scripts 
in recent years on the theme of brothers and the potentially tragic nature 
of brotherhood. Add an emotionally reserved father figure who still hasn't 
given the boys the blessing they both instinctively crave, and you have 
“Hyperion Bay,” a male-oriented drama that doesn’t feel like a male- 
oriented drama—kind of like “thirtysomething” was in the ‘80s. 


wu“ 


Dennis Sweeny (Mark-Paul Gosselaar, Zack on “Saved by the Bell”) was a 
nerd in high school, couldn't get the girls, all that. Then he went off to 
Silicon Valley and made his fortune by the age of twentysomething, 
grabbed himself a beautiful girl and headed back home to Hyperion Bay. 
The reason? The billionaire CEO of his company told Dennis he could head 
up a new facility anywhere in the world—and so, in the ultimate high- 
school reunion revenge fantasy come true, Dennis had the facility built in 
his economically-pressed home town. His older brother Nick (Dylan Neal) 
never left home and has been going through a freefall worthy of a John 
Mellencamp anthem. As popular and powerful as he was in high school, he 
is aimless and self-doubting today. Worse, the boys’ father (veteran actor 
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kind of small-town 
internecine drama in the 
first place. 


The Secret Diary of Desmond Pfeiffer © 


Sitcom. UPN, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 5. Studio: Paramount. New 


The strangest of the new UPN sitcoms and quite possibly of all the new 
shows, “The Secret Diary of Desmond Pfeiffer” is done, according to UPN, 
“in the spirit of Monty Python,” which means that it will either vanish 
after three weeks or else hang on and just get odder and odder. Contempo- 
rary political satire disguised as historical comedy, it revolves around 
Desmond Pfeiffer (Chi McBride, Heavy Gene on “The John Larroquette 
Show”), the butler to president Abraham Lincoln in about the year 1863. 
The president, who makes Governor Gatling on “Benson” look like a sage, 
adopts Pfeiffer as his personal assistant and confidant. In the pilot episode 
we also meet Lincoln's sex-starved wife Mary Todd and the moronic lush in 
charge of the Union Army, U.S. Grant. Pardon me for asking, but what does 
the president's choices in women and his most-trusted advisors say about 
Desmond's supposed intellectual prowess? 


The Brian Benben Show @ 
Office sitcom. CBS, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


The former star of HBO's adult comedy “Dream On” with an unusual 8:30 
challenge: bring over viewers who remember him from cable while ‘cucee 
winning over viewers who've never heard of him. (Supposedly CBS renamed 

the program after discovering that test audiences associated the original 

title, “Benben,” with a clown show.) It helps enormously that Benben’s 

show is coming out of the Warner Bros. hit factory and is being executive- 


produced by former “Drew Carey Show” co-executive producer Robert 
Borden. 


This sitcom takes place at a last-place news operation in Los Angeles, 
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popular shows of all time? 


Az Not as popular as you might think 
from all the series-ending hype we were 
fed this spring, Yes, “Seinfeld” has 
finished very high in the Nielsens for 
the last five seasons, But before 
moving to Thursdays, it was a ratings 
underperformer. It was only after NBC 
rescued the show from its weekly 
hammering by “Home Improvement” on 
Wednesdays that “Seinfeld” flourished. 
Tim Brooks and Earle Marsh, who 
publish the Complete Directory to Prime 
Time Network and Cable TV Shows, keep 
an index of TV's biggest all-time hit 
shows “by assigning each prime time 
series points based on the number of 
seasons it was telecast, and its 
audience size ranking each year.” (In 
other words, if a show is on 10 years, 
great; if it was consistently one of Top 
10 most-watched shows each season, 
even better.) Marsh, who maintains the 
list, says the top three shows— 
“60 Minutes,” “Gunsmoke” and “The 


Q: Is “Seinfeld” going to go down as one of the most 


Red Skelton Show’==will probably be 
there forever, “Home Improvement” is 
15th and rising fast after only six 
seasons, But “Seinfeld,” in nine 
seasons, didn’t even finish In the top 
20 all-time. 

The 10 most popular shows, 
according to Brooks and Marsh; 
. "60 Minutes”* 

2, “Gunsmoke” 

3, “The Red Skelton Show” 

4. “Bonanza” 

5. “Allin the Family” aka “Archie 
Bunker's Place” 

6. Walt Disney® 

7. “The Ed Sullivan Show” 

8. “The Lucy Show” aka "Here's 
Lucy” (“I Love Lucy” is 18th) 

9. “Murder, She Wrote” 

10. “M*A*S*H” 
Notice that the only active (*) shows 
in the all-time Top 10 oppose each 
other every Sunday night at 6, as they 
have for 12 of the last 23 seasons. 


_ 


where Benben, playing a character by the same name, is fired as co-anchor 
by the station's longtime general manager Beverly (Susan Blommaert, who 
played a tart-tongued judge on a “Drew Carey” episode last season). But 
when the station’s features reporter kicks the bucket, Benben is back in a 
job. From there he’s a heartbeat away from reclaiming the anchor’s chair 
from the smarmy Chad (Charles Esten), a former VJ who was installed along 
with the ultra-dippy Tabitha (Lisa Thornhill). Benben’s two oldest pals are 
the station's sports anchor (Wendell Pierce, terrific as Gregory Hines’ 
brother last season) and the weather guy (Luis Antonio Ramos). With 
another TV-behind-the-scenes comedy, “SportsNight,” acting all warm and 
fuzzy over on ABC (see Tuesday), “Brian Benben” should be a welcome 
antidote in the “Larry Sanders” tradition, although Larry never had to pull | 


a 14 share on network television. 


Will & Grace © 


Sitcom. NBC, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: NBC Studios. New 


Oh look, another in-house-produced sitcom from NBC about a guy who's 
practically perfect in every way. “Will & Grace” has some promise as the 
first network show with two gay men as regulars. Will (Eric McCormack) is 
a great cook, intelligent and laid back—and off limits to you ladies! Grace 
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(Debra Messing) is his best friend, a single gal of course, and consumed 
with career, same as Caroline Duffy and Maya Gallo and seemingly every 
other NBC non-bimbo. Jack (Sean P. Hayes) is Will's ex-roommate and on- 
again, off-again romantic interest, or so it appears from the pilot episode. 
The potential breakout character on this show is Jack; during the pilot he 
delivered the best lines and clearly was the audience favorite. 


Malcolm & Eddie 


Sitcom. UPN, 8:30. Premiere: Oct. 5. Season: 4th. Studio: Columbia TriStar. Total viewers: 
137th. Viewers 18-54: 135th. African-Americans 25-54: 8th. 


UPN’s third highest-rated show stars ‘80s heartthrob Malcolm-Jamal Warner 
(NBC's “The Cosby Show”) and Eddie Griffin as longtime friends who run a 
pub in Kansas City. I’m just hoping the show—and the network—holds on 
a couple more years so that UPN will fly the boys out here to do a very 
special 100th episode, a la “Frasier.” 


AVGNOW 


L.A. Doctors © 
Medical drama. CBS, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Studio: Columbia TriStar/CBS. New 


CBS rounds out its evening with the show it hopes will solidify the 
network's hold on female viewers. Four M.D’s leave an HMO in order to 
start their own kinder, gentler private practice. No surprise, the doctors are 
three young men—played by Ken Olin (“thirtysomething” and “EZ 
Streets”), Matt Craven and the hunky Rick Roberts—and just one woman, 
played by Sheryl Lee (and a late add to the “L.A. Doctors” cast). Watching 
this program I was reminded of other inadequately-written CBS produc- 
tions in the past, including “Moloney” and even “Chicago Hope” some 
weeks. Getting young viewers usually requires more than giving them 
pretty faces. Speaking of which ... 


10 


Dateline Monday 


Newsmagazine. NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 21. Producer: NBC News. Total viewers: 18th. 
Viewers 18-54: 18th. 


The most successful “Must-She” program on NBC's schedule last season 
actually wasn’t a comedy. It was “Dateline Monday,” with its mix of warm 
features and breaking news making it a Top 20 show in both total viewers 
and adults 18-54. (To give you some idea how rare an achievement that is, 
look at the chart on page 44 comparing newsmagazine ratings.) 
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Tuesday 


Top shows, all viewers: Home Improvement, Frasier, Dateline Tuesday. Among adults 18-54: 
Home Improvement, Frasier, NYPD Blue. 
Tuesdays are clogged with 
popular comedies: “King of the 
Hill,” “Home Improvement,” 
“Moesha,” “Mad About You”— 
and that’s just what's on at 

7 o'clock. At 8, “Spin City” 
takes on “Just Shoot Me.” It 
seems insane, doesn't it, piling 
sO many proven audience 
favorites on top of each other? 
But at least all of them are 
headed for long lives in syndi- 
cation, meaning that eventu- 
ally you'll be able to watch 
each of these shows every night until you're sick of them. 


King of the Hill © 


Cartoon. Fox, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 8. Season: 3d. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 15th. 
Adults 18-54: 15th. Teenagers: 4th. Men 18-34: 4th. 


Brandy = Moesha 
(Photo: UPN) 


After the move of “Frasier” into the “Seinfeld” spot on Thursdays, the most 
talked-about scheduling change of the off-season was Fox's decision to put 
“King of the Hill,” its animated wonder about life in proto-suburban Texas, 
on Tuesdays against “Home Improvement”and “Mad About You.” When Fox 
executives introduced this show last year, they would’ve been happy had 

it held onto most of the notoriously fickle audience of its lead-in, “The 
Simpsons.” Not only did “King of the Hill” keep all of the “Simpsons” 
audience, it actually increased Fox's viewership and became the network's 
top sitcom and second highest-rated show after “The X-Files.” Among 
adults 18-34 “King of the Hill” is a Top 10 show and it’s No. 4 among 
teenagers. Now with all that going for a show, would you move it? But 
then again, this is the network that moved “The Simpsons” in front of 
“The Cosby Show's” headlights in 1990. 


Understatedly outrageous, deceptively slow-moving, perversely conserva- 
tive, “King of the Hill” manages to be a dogged defender of mid-American 
values while turning them on their head in each episode. Our hero is Hank 
Hill, a sane if humorless man who just wants to spread the word about 
propane and propane accessories, one satisfied customer at a time. His wife 
Peggy is a substitute teacher. Son Bobby, their only child owing to Hank's 
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narrow urethra, is chubby, not the most socially adept kid and therefore a 
source of constant worry to Hank. A niece, Luanne, has a home life ready- 
made for “The Jerry Springer Show,” which is why she lives with the Hills. 
Down the street are the neighbors: conspiracy theorist Dale, who keeps a 
sharp eye out for the black helicopters but hasn't noticed how closely his 
son resembles his wife’s Native American “therapist”; good ole boy 
Boomhauer, whose dangoletalkinlakthis is indecipherable to the untrained 
ear; and pathetic Bill (whose character hasn’t gotten much of a workout). 


Some of the episodes already churned out will be watched for years, even 
though visually they pale next to “The Simpsons” and other animated 
classics. In one, Peggy and Hank take up smoking again, triggering a 
fantasia of ‘70s tunes and happy memories that end with Peggy declaring, 
“Oh, Hank, I feel alive with pleasure!” In another, Hank, told to hire a new 
employee, passes over a superbly qualified Latina woman in favor of a 
fellow white male. When the hire turns out to be a drug addict who goes 
on a bender his first day, Hank tries to fire him but can’t because— 

0. Henry!—it would violate the Americans with Disabilities Act. 


“King of the Hill” is a nearly flawless combo of two top cartoon talents, 
“Beavis And Butt-Head” animator-voicer-writer Mike Judge and former 
“Simpsons” executive producer Greg Daniels. The punch lines don’t fly fast 
and furious the way they do on “The Simpsons,” but there’s a verité to the 
life of Hank Hill that sets him apart from Homer Simpson, and that is very 
much the influence of Judge (who supplies Hank's voice). Just as he 
gathered data for his MTV series by listening to real-life teenagers prattle 
on like imbeciles, Judge gathered information about the fictitious denizens 
of Arlen by listening to his fellow Texans. The part of Boomhauer was 
taken from an actual voice-mail message Judge received. 


Home Improvement © 
Sitcom. ABC, 7:00. Season: 7th. Premiere: Sept. 22. Studio: Walt Disney. Total viewers: 10th. 
Adults 18-54: 10th. 


: This show’s phenomenal success has now carried over into 
repeats, where it’s doing nearly as well as “Seinfeld” repeats. 
Some are puzzled as to the appeal of Tim Allen's family- 
friendly, if decidedly male-dominated, sitcom. But I’m not all that sur- 
prised that a show like “Home Improvement” continues to strike a chord 
with 18 million viewers. Let’s review: 


Allen plays Tim Taylor, a Michigan handyman whose cable-access show 
“Tool Time” does very well locally (one does wonder, however, why HGTV 
has still not come calling). On the show, Tim exchanges insults with Al 
(Richard Karn), the oafish Norm Abram to Tim’s Bob Vila. Al and “Tool 
Time's” on-screen honey Heidi (Debbe Dunning) are both single, and you'd 
think, sitcoms being closed universes and all, that they'd eventually get 
together. Back at home, Tim’s loving wife Jill (Patricia Richardson) is 
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becoming a therapist. The couple have three teenage boys to contend 
with—Brad (Zachery Ty Bryan), Randy (Jonathan Taylor Thomas) and Mark 
(Taran Smith)—each with his own testosterone-driven subplot. Next-door 
neighbor Wilson (Earl Hindman) is the show's designated weirdo, but other 
than once claiming to have seen UFOs, there’s not much of an edge to him. 


Seemingly unremarkable, but “Home Improvement” has been fortunate 
with both strong leads and appealing minor characters. (The boys have big 
fan followings, especially Thomas, who probably broke a lot of hearts with 
his recent decision to leave the show.) Allen has found a sitcom vehicle 
that effectively carries over his peculiar expressions of outrage and amuse- 
ment. Richardson’s role as middle-class mom shouldn't be overlooked, 
either. Last season saw several episodes that played on Tim and Jill's mid- 
life crises. Perhaps it was a metaphor for the show’s own doubts; this 
season will be the seventh for “Home Improvement” and perhaps the last. 


Buffy the Vampire Slayer 


Comic horror drama. WB, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 29. Season: 3d. Studio: Twentieth. Total 


viewers: 130th. Adults 18-54: 128th. Teenagers: 32d. 
on television today with larger audiences than “Buffy, the 
Vampire Slayer,” although by WB standards it is a certifiable 
hit. Every time Mrs. Late SHow News and I have remembered to flip over to 
our WB affiliate we’ve caught an episode that’s been well worth our while. 
“Buffy” is quintessential small-screen entertainment that takes a familiar 
premise—appointed elite saves civilization from marauding invaders—and 
cleverly tweaks it for high-school sensibilities. It preys on perhaps a 
teenager's two greatest fears: fear of coming to a brutal, horrible end and 
fear of brutal, horrible rejection by one’s peer group. 


It seems hard to believe that there are more than 100 shows 


For those of you just tuning in, the TV show resumed where the 1992 
movie by the same title left off. Buffy Summers (played on TV by Sarah 
Michele Gellar) was just another pretty high school face when she was 
appointed a vampire slayer by the usual Gothic forces-that-be. Naturally, as 
soon as this happened she became a vampire magnet. Buffy and mom have 
now moved to the town of Sunnydale which, as irony would have it, is 
positioned right above the Hellmouth, a passageway to an underground lair 
of demons that looks uncannily like a large, decrepit boiler room. Various 
arch-vampires emerge from the Hellmouth to interface with earthlings, 
especially Buffy, whom they'd like to be rid of so that they may proceed 
with their plans for human conquest unimpeded. 


Buffy is surrounded by a cadre of high school friends, all of whom know 
her secret and often get caught up in her adventures: Xander (Nicholas 
Brendon), who has a serious crush on her; Willow (Alyson Hannigan), who 
used to have a crush on Xander until she met 0z (Seth Green, joining the 
cast as a regular this fall), who became a werewolf in the second season; 
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and Cordelia (Charisma Carpenter), an insufferable “popular girl” who has a 
knack for making herself popular with the vampires as well. The eccentric 
school librarian Giles (Anthony Stewart Head) is actually a “watcher”—a 
person who protects and mentors a slayer—and Angel (David Boreanaz), 
the hunky vampire who prefers to socialize with humans, is the apple of 
Buffy’s eye, with all of the attendant perils that romance presents. (The 
WB, responding to Boreanaz’s enormous popularity with viewers, is spin- 
ning off a series for Angel in the fall of 1999.) 


Mad About You 


Sitcom. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 22. Season: 7th. Studio: Columbia TriStar. Total viewers: 
32d. Adults 18-54: 28th. 


Now embarking on its for-sure final season at NBC, “Mad About You” is 
appropriately slotted against “Home Improvement.” The story of Paul 
Buchman (Paul Reiser) and Jamie Buchman (Helen Hunt) served, for much 
of the ‘90s, as the childless counterpart to Tim and Jill on ABC. That’s 
changed now that Jamie had her baby at the end of season five. The first 
six episodes and 8 of the first 10 last season were devoted almost entirely 
to baby Mabel; one episode was shot in a single 22-minute take with one 
camera and concerned the baby’s “Ferberizing” (letting her cry herself to 
sleep). But by midseason, you could see the writers pining to return to 
simpler times; of the 10 episodes at season's end only the finale (guest- 
starring Ellen DeGeneres as a nanny) was baby-centric. 


Other cast regulars include Leila Kenzle as Fran (in the show's first season 
she was married to “Spin City’s” Richard Kind), John Pankow as Paul's 
annoyingly oversexed brother Ira, and Cynthia Harris and Louis Zorich as 
Paul's parents Sylvia and Burt. Helen Hunt and her dad Gordon directed 
many of last season's episodes. 


JAG 


Legal-military drama. CBS, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 22. Season: TK. Studio: Paramount. Total 
viewers: 36th. Adults 18-54: 67th. 


Here’s an interesting subgenre concept. Short for Judge Advocate General, 
the JAG office investigates and prosecutes (or in some cases defends) cases 
that affect the U.S. Navy and naval personnel. It’s a sufficiently broad 
brush that you can do just about anything with—including last season’s 
episode that took place 1,000 miles from any water and featured country 
star Trisha Yearwood as a pathologist looking at Navajo bones. 


Lt. Cmdr. “Harm” Rabb (David James Elliott) and Maj. Sarah “Mac” 
MacKenzie (Catherine Bell) are the tough but fair and TV-gorgeous star 
lawyers. Lt. Bud Roberts (Patrick Labyorteaux) provides comic relief. Adm. 
Chegwidden (John M. Jackson) is the D.A. Adam Schiff of “JAG,” although 
there’s too much melodrama here to interest most “Law & Order” fans. CBS 
is still addicted to heroic leads; most of us would trade our character flaws 
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for the few ones Harm has. Which is okay if you're doing something light 
like “Diagnosis Murder” but it really does a disservice to more intense 
dramas like this one and the new “L.A. Doctors.” 


Moesha 
Sitcom. UPN, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 6. Season: 3d. Studio: Big Ticket. Total viewers: 139th. 
Adults 18-54: 140th. African-Americans 25-54: 27th. 


This show is the offspring of “The Fresh Prince of Bel Air”—a family- 
friendly sitcom vehicle for a talented young singer. This version takes place 
in a more middle-class part of L.A. and stars Brandy Norwood as a bright, 
independent-minded teenager who until recently lived at home and took 
care of her widowed father Frank (William Allen Young) and baby brother 
Myles (Marcus T. Paulk). Kim Parker (Countess Vaughn) is Moesha’s best 
friend. Frank got remarried to Dee Mitchell (Sheryl Lee Ralph), who just 
happened to teach at Moesha’s school, and things got rocky at home. In 
the season-ending episode this spring, Moesha moved out. It wasn’t clear 
whether this would be a temporary arrangement or whether Moesha would 
spend next year living with relatives. 


Encore! Encore! 
Sitcom. NBC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 22. Studio: Paramount. New 


About three years ago I had a publicist at a network, an intelligent guy 
whose opinion I respected and still do, tell me that if it were possible to 
buy stock in young stars, he’d buy a lot of shares in Nathan Lane. The star 
of Broadway was just about to burst onto the national scene with a perfor- 
mance opposite Robin Williams in “The Birdcage” and several appearances 
on the Letterman show. But it looks as though that stock might tumble a 
few points this fall, when the NBC sitcom organized around him, “Encore! 
Encore!” finally emerges from its cave. 


As of this writing almost no one has seen “Encore! Encore!” except adver- 
tisers who happened to be on hand in May for the network's “up front” 
presentation. There they saw a clip reel that was so ghastly they hooted 
out loud at it. TV critics still haven’t gotten a sneak peek and Lane was 
nowhere to be seen at the fall season preview this summer in California. 
All we know is that Lane will be in it, he will play some sort of singer or 
retired singer, and Joan Plowright will be his co-star. A couple of moles I 
know who have seen a pilot say that Lane and Plowright have wonderful 
chemistry, despite it all, and for Plowright’s sake I surely hope that is true. 


Costello 


Sitcom. Fox, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 8. Studio: Wind Dancer/Touchstone. New 


“Costello” recycles the “Townies” concept—saloon sitcom based in blue- 
collar New England—as a vehicle for comedian Sue Costello, who ina 
different era might have had her career nurtured a little before being 
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signed to a TV deal. Twenty years ago, life was very different for the 
standup comedian. You'd work the biker bars, coffee houses and strip 
joints for a few years. If you were good, you'd start working the college 
circuit and making a name for yourself. You’d move to California and, for 
the exposure, work The Comedy Store on weeknights. The Comedy Store 
didn’t pay any money, but everyone knew that “Johnny's people” would 
show up some nights to scope out the talent. Perhaps one day you'd get 
the call to perform on “The Tonight Show.” Maybe, just maybe, Mr. Carson 
would ask you over to the desk to “panel” after you did your routine. The 
next day, boom! Phone calls, offers to work Vegas, offers to do guest shots 
on other shows, an HBO special and so on. 


Nowadays, if you have the right agent, you can go straight from Caroline's 
to your own Fox sitcom. Actually, in Sue Costello’s case, that’s not entirely 
true. Costello had been through more than one network development deal 
in recent years, but none had produced a pilot that was picked up until 
now. Costello plays a bartender in working-class south Boston who sets her 
neighborhood on its ear when she breaks up with her mope of a boyfriend 
and announces she’s in therapy. No stereotype is too primordial for this 
sitcom, which we're obligated to remind you is still in unfinished pilot 
form as of this writing. 


The Hughleys 


Sitcom. ABC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 22. Studio: Greenblatt/Janollari. New 


Unlike Sue Costello, D.L. Hughley went from the clubs to cable, then 
worked his way up to broadcast. BET made him the first host of 
“ComicView.” Then he landed an HBO special that was later nominated for 
a CableACE award. From there it was on to “Def Comedy Jam,” a supporting 
role on the 1995 sitcom “Double Rush” and now a sitcom of his own, “The 
Hughleys” on ABC. Unfortunately, the pilot of this show—about a black 
family that moves into the all-white suburbs—is as outdated a view of 
black-white relations as “Costello” is of male-female relations. Which is 
disappointing, since Chris Rock is on board as a producer and both men are 
gut-busting when they do their standups. Again, let’s see if it gets a 

decent rewrite before the fall launch, but for now both of these comedies 
make a persuasive case for bringing back the old ladder climb that made 
comedians prove they were ready for network TV. 


Clueless © 


Sitcom. UPN, 7:30. Premiere: Oct. 6. Season: 3d. Studio: Paramount. Total viewers: 145th. 
Adults 18-54: 146th. 


In its first season on UPN after a year in ABC's “TGIF” lineup, “Clueless” 
finished 145th in total viewers, or dead last among shows renewed for 
1998-99, “Clueless” may be multiracial but alas, it is not multieconomic. It 
Tevolves around life at the absurdly idyllic Beverly Hills High, where stu- 
dents drive around in SUV's, call each other on cell phones during classes 
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and burn whatever clothes they wore yesterday. 


Our heroine Cher (Rachel Blanchard) dotes on her widowed father and ‘is a 
friend to all; she’s also more likely to pick up a new dress on the way home 
than a carton of milk. Her pals Amber and Dionne (Stacey Dash and Elisa 
Donovan) are her co-dependents, ah, I mean best friends. “Clueless” re- 
minds me of the movie parodies Mort Drucker did in the 1970s for Mad 
magazine, where what's going on in the background is often more amusing 
than the foreground. The adults on “Clueless” are mostly there as accesso- 
ries. I like this show in small doses, but apparently not everyone agrees— 
it's now being offered for off-network syndication, which means some 
station in your market is going to agree to air “Clueless” daily. 


Brimstone 
Drama. Fox, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 27. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


. Now we come to a show that I consider one of the most 
promising of the fall season. I've yet to find another critic 

Click who agrees with me on this, and seeing how the network has 
pushed back the premiere another three weeks, perhaps it doesn’t think 
much of this show either. 


The pilot episode opens with our hero, Zeke Stone, explaining the extraor- 
dinary story of his arrival in present-day New York. Fifteen years ago 
Stone, a former top detective in Manhattan South, died and was sent to 
Hell. His sin? He unrepentantly murdered the man who had raped his wife 
after the courts had let the creep go. But recently, the demons staged a 
jailbreak and 113 of them escaped back to Earth. Since there’s an order to 
everything in the cosmos, even Hell, old Mephistopheles needs to get his 
charges back or it’s trouble for him. (By the way, the notion that there are 
laws governing Satan's activity suggests that Hell is a necessary evil — 
which happens to be a biblical concept going back to Job.) 


That's where our man Zeke comes in. Played by Peter Horton (he was the 
professor that died in the last season of “thirtysomething”), Stone was an 
ace detective while among the living. And now he’s sporting the ultimate 
bulletproof vest: bad guys can’t kill him. Nor can the cops do much with 
him, other than thwart his attempts to apprehend demons. For reasons 
known only to script writers, however, Stone can be momentarily stunned, 
so look for the demons to drive a truck through that hole in his armor. Of 
course, the demons can't be killed either, but if he can pierce their un- 
blinking eyes—the hole in their armor — away they'll go on a one-way 
trip back to perdition. 


The concept works for me and I admired the execution as well. John Glover 
plays the Devil, a role that calls for him to be pitiless, greedy, brutal—and 
in this rare case on the side of good. He gets to say things like, “God's 
universe is not like the American system. You do something wrong, you 
pay for it.” The writing on the pilot episode was tight and adept. There's 
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above-average camera work on “Brimstone.” Most of the episode was filmed 
in a grainy, bluish haze of night. 


Just Shoot Me 


Sitcom. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 22. Season: 3d. Studio: Brillstein/Grey. Total viewers: 
42th. Adults 18-54: 8th. 


Here’s the sitcom with the best chance of winning its very tough time 
period, for two reasons: it’s on NBC, and it’s replacing “Frasier.” That’s not 
to say the show can’t stand on its own merits. It’s a lot of fun to watch, 
the characters are broadly drawn and most of them work exceedingly well. 
Who woulda thought that David Spade, of all the performers to leave 
“Saturday Night Live” in recent years, would hit it big again? 


Laura San Giacomo, and may I just say va-va-voom!, stars as Maya Gallo, 
editor at a Vogue-like magazine published by her father Jack (George 
Segal). Other staffers include ex-model, Nina (Wendie Malick), the most 
sophisticated space cadet I’ve ever seen; Elliott (Enrico Colantoni), the 
designated straight man; and Dennis (Spade), the smarmy, dishonest aide 
to Jack. Basically Spade plays the part of David Spade, the yin to Segal’s 
pompous yang, and it works. 


Spin City 
Office sitcom. ABC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 22. Season: 3d. Studio: Dreamworks SKG/Ubu. Total 
viewers: 48th. Adults 18-54: 35th. 


Buried last season on Wednesday nights at 7, the fast-paced office sitcom 
about life in New York’s City Hall—and a deputy mayor named Michael, 
played by Michael J. Fox—has moved back to a more manageable time 
period for the show’s adult comedy. 


The “Spin City” ensemble is large (nine regulars plus frequent guest stars) 
but not unwieldy. Mayor Winston (Barry Bostwick) may be the mouthpiece 
of his aides, and he may be a train wreck left to his own devices, but he’s 
so darned cute anyway; credit Bostwick for that. Other outstanding players 
include Richard Kind as Paul, the press secretary, who may have found the 
supporting role of his career; and Michael Boatman, delicious as Carter, the 
gay minority-affairs liaison. Others within earshot of the action include 

the mayor's assistant Janelle (Victoria Dillard), accountant Nikki (Connie 
Britton), James the wholesome speechwriter (Alexander Chaplin) and 
Stuart, the weasely chief of staff (Alan Ruck). 


One of the adjustments the show’s writers made in the second season of 
“Spin City” was detaching the leading men from their leading women. 
Having a cozy personal life is tantamount to wanting your show to die, or 
so sitcom mythology declares. (Don’t get me started on the subject— 
there’s a rant later on in this book.) So now the mayor is divorced and 
Michael's onetime steady departed the show after just 12 episodes, leaving 
him to play the field. The change in private affairs, I think, was lost on 
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most viewers, who find the strength of this show is in the interactions 


inside those government-blue walls of the mayor's office. 
\ 


Felicity 

Drama. WB, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 29. Studio: Imagine/Touchstone. New 

Easily the most hyped and promoted new series on the WB this fall is 
“Felicity.” A couple of TV industry types have even gone so far as to tout 
the show’s lead, Keri Russell, as the breakout star of the new season. Still, 
it’s going to take a few episodes to know for sure if this show lives up to 
its billing as “Ally McBeal in college.” Based on what I saw, “Dawson's 
Creek goes to college” might be a more apt description. 


Young Felicity Porter (Russell) has been feeling squeezed by her go-go 
parents for some time. But at her high-school graduation she has an 
epiphany that sends her on a bold adventure. She follows an intriguing 
classmate named Ben (Scott Speedman) across country and enrolls with 
him at New York University, even though she barely knows him and they're 
not romantically linked. Now, NYU is not exactly a school for slackers, but 
Felicity’s otherwise intelligent parents view her action as not only rash but 
treasonous. They refuse to pay her tuition, although they’re perfectly 
willing to part with $40,000 a year if only she'll say yes to Stanford. At 
NYU, Felicity makes friends with Julie (Amy Jo Johnson) and Noel, the 
R.A. in her dorm (Scott Foley, seen last season on “Dawson’s Creek”). 
Heard but not seen is a soulmate from back home named Sally (Janeane 
Garofalo). Sally now lives in Santa Fe and exchanges audiotaped mail with 
Felicity, a conceit that allows us to hear the star of the show reflect self- 
consciously about the events of the week at episode’s end. 


Mercy Point 

Sci-fi. UPN, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 6. Studio: Columbia TriStar/Mandalay. New 

“Mercy Point” cinches UPN’s reputation as the Sci-Fi Channel of broadcast- 
ing. During the spring development process, the “Mercy Point” pilot was 
being called “ER in space.” And from a blood-and-guts perspective at least, 
that’s not a bad description. The pacing, however, owes a little more to 
Gene Roddenberry than to Michael Crichton. 


We are in the 23rd century. Mercy Point is a spaceship set up to save the 
lives of both humans and aliens. The center's dedicated doctors include 
Grote Maxwell (Joe Morton, aka the third Blues Brother), the chief alien 
doc; Grote’s boss Haylen Breslauer (Maria Del Mar); her brainy sister Dru 
(Alexandra Wilson), who’s just joined the staff; C.J. (Brian McNamara), who 
makes “house calls”; the resident shrink, Dr. Cook (Gay Thomas); and an 
ever-present talking medical computer called ANI (voiced by Julia 
Pennington). “Mercy Point” is nicely integrated, with two African-Ameri- 
can leads and an interracial couple in the pilot episode. The dialogue is not 


as swift or as sophisticated as “ER's” is, and since the pilot I saw this 


BARNHART’S UNAUTHORIZED TV ‘98 


Q: What is descriptive video and why would I want 
someone telling me what I’m looking at on TV? 
A: You may not immediately grasp the value of descriptive video service, or DVS, but 
we sure did after my wife developed low vision a couple of years ago. During the 
normal silences that occur in a film or TV production—that is, when someone on 
screen is not talking—if there is visual detail that is important or useful in following 
the story, a narrator's voice is inserted into the silence and describes the detail. These 
descriptions use a vocabulary that is both economical and elegant and supplies a 
surprising amount of aesthetic information. Diane enjoys DVS because she can follow 
the action on-screen from a normal viewing distance with the describer’s help. I enjoy 
it because I get so much more detail than I would watching on my own. The descrip- 
tions are totally unobtrusive and a pleasure to listen to. 

To receive DVS, you have to be watching a show that is being described, obviously, 

and using a TV set that is equipped to handle the Secondary Audio Program, or SAP, 
that’s sent as part of the ordinary TV signal (HBO and others use SAP to offer a 
Spanish-language feed of their programs). Most sets made after 1994 have SAP; if you 
run your cable through a VCR and then the TV, the VCR will need to be SAP-equipped 
as well. Right now there aren’t many DVS providers: WGBH in Boston describes all of 
the shows it produces for PBS (“Mystery!”, “Masterpiece Theater,” “Nova”) and Turner 
Classic Movies airs a DVS movie every Sunday evening as well as other times in its 
schedule. A Turner spokesman says it is the network's mission to add descriptions to 
all 5,600 movies in its library. If that’s true, it may turn out to be almost as big a gift 
to society as that billion dollars Ted just dropped on the UN. 


summer was 16 minutes short of a full episode, there’s no way of knowing 
whether the doctors’ personal lives will be dragged in like they are on 
“Chicago Hope” or, to a lesser extent, on “ER.” 


CBS Tuesday Movie 


CBS, 8:00. New 


CBS’s announced roster of major made-for-TV movies does not specify 
which ones will appear in the top-rated Sunday-night time slot and which 
will be sacrificed for the network’s new Tuesday-night movie slot. But I’m 
willing to bet the following are headed to Tuesdays: 


“The Hitman: Bound by Honor,” is an undisguised attempt to clone the 
“Walker: Texas Ranger” franchise. It stars Eddie Cibrian as a young orphan 
who vows revenge against the men who killed his family and is aided by a 
Texas Ranger played by—what have we here?—Chuck Norris. “My Father's 
Shadow” stars Peter Strauss as Sam Sheppard in a biopic based on 
Sheppard's son’s attempts to reopen his dad’s infamous 1954 murder case. 
“Replacing Dad” stars Mary McConnell and Tippi Hedren in what CBS de- 
scribes as a “charming, whimsical story” about a woman who takes back 
her life after finding her husband has been cheating on her. 
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Frontline 


Newsmagazine. PBS, 8:00. Season: 17th. Premiere: Monday, Sept. 21. Producer: WGBH 
consortium. 


A three-part series, “The Farmer's Wife,” airing Monday through Wednes- 
day, Sept. 21-23, launches the new season of one of the last public TV 
franchises that hasn't been ripped off by A&E. Filmmaker David Sutherland 
spent three years with a young Nebraska farm couple as they struggled to 
cope with the harsh realities of ekeing out an existence. I've seen a short 
preview of this miniseries and it would appear to live up to PBS's billing as 
the successor of “An American Family,” which aired 25 years ago on public 
TV and showed the crackup of the Loud family of Santa Barbara. Other 
“Frontline” reports planned for the fall include an investigation into the 
aftermath of the failed raid in Somalia five years ago (Sept. 29), a report 
on the increasingly easy availability of biological weapons (Oct. 6) and an 
update on campaign finance reform with Bill Moyers (Oct. 13). 


G) SportsNight © 


Office sitcom. ABC, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 22. Studio: Imagine/Touchstone. New 


8:30 ABC's “SportsNight” has the two things every new show wishes it had 

9:30 ET going for it: a great lead-in and weak competition. “Spin City” sets the 
table at 8 for this densely-written sitcom about life at a nightly national 
sportscast. And with “Working” spinning its wheels over on NBC, the 
future looks awfully good for “SportsNight.” 


Peter Krause and Josh Charles play the fictional Dan Patrick-Keith 


Program (time) ce pet Q: Why are there 
five “Datelines” on 

60 Minutes (CBS, Sun 6:00) 8th the fall schedule? 

Dateline (NBC, Tue 9:00) 16th A: In the table to the left lies 

. your answer. Historically, 

Dateline (NBC, Mon 9:00) 18th newsmagazines have tended 
, to “skew old.” But “Dateline 
20/20 (ABC, Fri 9:00) 19th NBC” has two editions that 
PrimeTime Live (ABC, Wed 9:00) 24st are in the Top 20 among both 
total viewers and adults 18- 
20/20 (ABC, Mon 8:00) 26th 54. And the average 30- 

) : second commercial on 
Dateline (NBC, Fri 8:00) 34th “Dateline Tuesday” commands 
Dateline (NBC, Sun 7:00) 40th a 25 percent higher price than 

one on “60 Minutes.” A fifth 
20/20 (ABC, Thu 9:00) 67th “Dateline” is being added on 


Wednesdays. “PrimeTime 
Live,” also big with younger 


Public Eye (CBS, Wed 8:00) Bist viewers, will be renamed “20/ 
20 Wednesday.” 


48 Hours (CBS, Thu, 9:00) 69th 


ABC News Saturday Night (9:00) 119th 
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Olbermann duo of this ESPN “SportsCenter” knockoff. Their boss is the 
gruff but lovable Benson, I mean Isaac (Robert Guillaume). The duo have a 
caring, committed, gorgeous director (Felicity Huffman) who is aided by a 
young assistant (Sabrina Lloyd) and a nerdy statistician (Joshua Malina). 


The show is the baby of Aaron Sorkin, who wrote the films “The American 
President” and “A Few Good Men.” If you want to talk about a show that’s 
done in the spirit of “Ally McBeal,” it’s not some teen drama, it’s 
“SportsNight.” The lesson of “Ally” is that people will watch a TV show 
that mixes sitcom humor and dramatic elements, which “SportsNight” 
attempts to do in a half-hour format. But there’s one major difference 
between this show and “Ally”: as presently conceived, the characters on 
“SportsNight” will be hard to dislike. The producers of this series, who 
include Ron Howard, have taken the hard edges off everybody here. It’s 
like “The Larry Sanders Show” on Prozac. Will viewers accept that? It’s true 
that only a fraction of viewers have ever sat through an episode of “Larry 
Sanders.” But that HBO comedy, with its backstage backstabbings and the 
general smallness of the characters, has plainly influenced other sitcoms 
and even commercials. (Ironically, I can think of few productions that 


replicate “Larry Sanders” self-ridicule so well as those ads for ESPN's 
“SportsCenter.”) 


Working © 


Office sitcom. NBC, 8:30. Season: 2d. Premiere: Sept. 22. Studio: NBC Studios. Total viewers: 
60th. Adults 18-54: 35th. 


This hollow shell of a sitcom—mean-spirited, smutty and even more cyni- 
cally devised than “Veronica's Closet”—might just be the emblem for all 
that is wrong with the TV business today. Matt Peyser (Fred Savage) is the 
earnest young college grad sent to toil at a mythical megaconglom named 
Upton/Webber in this show financed by the same network that airs it. 
Since the relaxing of the fin-syn rules in 1995, the studios are determined 
to prove that they don’t have to farm out work to the studios—that 
they're perfectly capable of making lousy TV shows all by themselves. This 
flat-footed spoof of corporate office life proves it. What ails “Working” 
most is its relentless pursuit of political incorrectness, which can be very 
funny if you pull it off, unpleasant bordering on offensive when it’s not. 
An episode on sexual harassment crossed that border, with several other 
episodes close on its heels. As my friend Eric Mink at the New York Daily 
News was first to say, “Working” isn't. 


If it seems I'm picking on the low level of NBC content—well, they can 
take it. But you'd think the network that cleans up every time the Viewers 
for Quality Television conduct a straw poll would know better. If NBC is 
looking for an office sitcom at a nice price, then it should strike a co- 
production deal with Paramount and get Al Franken’s underrated 
“Lateline” back on the air in place of this dud, and quickly. 
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Dateline Tuesday 


Newsmagazine. NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 22. Total viewers: 16th. Adults 18-54: 16th. 


“Dateline Tuesday” was the highest-rated of the four NBC news- glossies 
last season. (By the way, here is the complete roster of “Dateline” corre- 
spondents, which is probably going to get larger with the addition of a 
Wednesday edition: Dr. Bob Arnot, Len Cannon, Victoria Corderi, Bob 
Costas, Ann Curry, Steve Daniels, Dawn Fratangelo, Ed Gordon, Chris 
Hansen, John Hockenberry, Sara James, Hoda Kotbe, John Larson, Marga- 
ret Larson, Josh Mankiewicz, Bob McKeown, Keith Morrison, Dennis 
Murphy, Lisa Rudolph, Rob Stafford, Mike Taibbi and Lea “Not the one on 
‘Caroline’” Thompson.) 


NYPD Blue 
C) Police drama. ABC, 9:00. Season: 6th. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Bochco/Twentieth. Total 


viewers: 20th. Viewers 18-54: 13th. 


€T Andy Sipowicz (Dennis Franz) remains one of the all-time terrific TV 
characters, maybe not worthy of all those Emmy awards but certainly one 
or two. Perversely funny, not too fond of himself or other people, with a 
sadistic urge he can turn either inward or outward, Sipowicz is a handful 
and he gets the best lines to speak on “NYPD Blue.” Which is very likely 
why Sipowicz is losing his second partner in five years when Simone 

: (Jimmy Smits) departs sometime this season. Andy has the run of the 
joint, for better or worse. Jeff Knapp addresses this very point in the 
extremely well-done “NYPD Blue” FAQ (see box). 


| Watching a dramatic serial involves a certain emotional investment. I’ve 


never been able to make that commitment to “NYPD Blue” and now does 
not seem the time to start. Andy's character seems on the verge of exhaus- 
| tion. He’s been through so many events—the death of a son, the birth of 

| another son, alcoholism, prostate cancer and now (heaven help us) 

| Viagra—that the life around which this series twirls has gone from dra- 

| matic to operatic. 


As Simone walks out the door of the 15th Precinct, look for a new young 


Q. Can’t anyone besides Sipowicz & Simone solve a 


murder? 

A. Well, yeah. But whether we hard-core fans want to admit it or not, most of the 
show's viewers tune in to watch Jimmy Smits and Dennis Franz, and they'd be annoyed 
if they tuned in to an hour of the Gordon Clapp Show. Some of Steven Bochco’s series 
(“Hill Street Blues,” “LA Law’) have been ensembles; others (“Doogie Howser,” “Civil 
Wars,” “Hooperman”) have been vehicles for one or two performers. “NYPD Blue” 
happens to be the latter. You may not always like it (and, as a fan of James McDaniel 
& Co., I don't), but it’s a situation that’s not likely to change anytime soon. 

From the “NYPD Blue” Frequently Asked Questions list at http://www.stwing.upenn.edu/ 
~sepinwal/nypd. html 


7 
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cop, played by Rick Schroder (aka Ricky), to walk in as Sipowicz’s new 
partner. Diane Russell (Emmy winner Kim Delaney) and Simone got married 
in the season finale, so that probably means their marriage will soon be 
declared “in trouble.” Pretty cynical, if you ask me, to televise so much of 
their hot-and-heavy relationship last season only to end it now. Lt. Fancy 
(James McDaniel) remains the fair-minded precinct head, Martinez (Nick 
Turturro) and Medavoy (Gordon Clapp) are on hand for comic relief and 
Andy's wife Sylvia (Sharon Lawrence) is there to console. Jill (Andrea 
Thompson) is the top-notch cop with relatively few emotional problems. 


Maggie 


Sitcom. Lifetime, 9:00. Premiered: Aug. 18. Studio: Paramount. 


Pi Would you believe that the funniest sitcom pilot I saw all 
ick To ; Lae 
summer wasn’t for a network show at all but for this little 

sleeper of a show that debuted in August on the Lifetime 
cable channel? Believe it. Ann Cusack (sister of John and Joan) is Maggie, 
who just turned 40, is married 19 years with one kid, and is going through 
a crisis. Yes, you read correctly: They’re letting a woman turn 40 on na- 
tional television. The show's creator, Dan O’Shannon, a veteran writer- 
producer on two of TV’s all-time greats, “Cheers” and “Newhart,” told me 
he bailed on a development deal with NBC to develop this show for Life- 
time. Seems that NBC (and ABC) wanted him to make Maggie 30 instead of 
40 and hopefully not a mom! 


Maggie’s husband, a famous cardiologist, is full of himself, which makes 
Maggie feel empty. So she’s going back to school to become a vet and is 
working part-time at an animal hospital, where she meets the nutty vet 
who will soon start to charm her socks off—and make her question her 
marriage. All of this is expertly pulled off with not one note of bitterness 
or meanness. Cusack and John Slattery, who plays the vet (and played a 
labor organizer on another mold-breaking show, “Homefront,” a few years 
back), are delights to watch. And situating much of the action in an 
animal hospital is absolutely inspired. It’s “Night Court” all over again, 
only with animals and their oddball owners. Why the network executives 
didn’t see fit to go with O’Shannon’s original concept is beyond me. Wait a 
minute, I remember now—because they're network executives. 


“Maggie,” not to be confused in any way with “Maggie Winters” on CBS, is 
part of Lifetime’s new Tuesday-night lineup of original shows. (See the 
Lifetime listing in “The Cable Stable” for descriptions of the other two.) 
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Wednesday 


Top 3 shows: Drew Carey, 20/20 (PrimeTime Live), Law & Order. Top 3 with 18-54s: Drew 
Carey, Dharma & Greg, Ellen and Two Guys, a Girl and a Pizza Place (tie). 


Possibly the most variegated 
night of the week, Wednesday 
gives us teen drama, screwball 
comedies, sci-fi, drama, two 
newsmagazines and a dirty 
cartoon. Dick Wolf, the execu- 
tive producer of Wednesday 
night giant “Law & Order,” 
complained to TV critics this 
summer that the networks’ 
increasing reliance on 
newsmagazines was killing it in oe 
the long run because it deval- I thought Mimi said “Bite me,” not 
2 the other way around. Drew Carey 
ued what was broadcasting’s and Kathy Kinney (Photo: ABC) 
unique core property: first-run, 
high-quality dramas and comedies. Guess who just got a new 
“Dateline” on his block? 


Dharma & Greg 


Sitcom. ABC, 7:00. Season: 2d. Premiere: Sept. 23. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 27th. 
00 Adults 18-54: 17th. 


° €T This vehicle for Jenna Elfman became TV’s most popular new sitcom after 
“Veronica's Closet,” though Elfman lost out to “Ally McBeal’s” Calista 
Flockhart in the “breakout star of the year” derby despite furious lobbying 
from ABC. The story of Dharma, a flower child born to flower children, and 
husband Greg (Thomas Gibson), an attorney born to upper-crust parents, 
“Dharma & Greg” is, in the astute observation of ZENtertainment’s Sean 
Jordan, “the ‘Bridget Loves Bernie’ for the 90s.” Except you would think 
that in the 90s the wife could maybe be the breadwinner in the family. 


7 
8: 


ore 


There's obviously some decent comedy-writing talent on the show. 
Dharma’s hippy-dippy folks Abby (Mimi Kennedy) and Larry (Alan Rachins) 
are curiously stuck in their Haight-Ashbury ways, while Greg’s parents 
Kitty (Susan Sullivan) and Edward (Mitchell Ryan), in the fine British 
tradition, have a kinky streak under that conservative guise. Joel Murray 
plays Greg's buddy Pete and Shae D'lyn is next door neighbor Jane. At the 
end of each show the series’ producer and co-creator, Chuck Lorre, puts up 
a vanity plate filled with lines and lines of small-typed whimsical observa- 
tions. (It's on screen for all of two seconds, so you need a VCR to read it.) 
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Dateline Wednesday 


Newsmagazine. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 23. Producer: NBC News. New 


NBC isn’t going to push its luck again this season on Wednesday nights. 
After watching its Wednesday lineup of sitcoms fizzle last fall, the network 
has decided instead to create a fifth hour of “Dateline” at 7 p.m., followed 
by two sitcoms that may have a chance against ABC’s, “3rd Rock” and 
“NewsRadio.” 


“Dateline Wednesday,” like all the “Datelines,” will attempt to counter- 
program and reach whatever audience is least likely to watch its rivals. My 
guess: if you're accustomed to watching “Dateline” on Monday or Tuesday 
nights, then expect a rougher, tougher version on Wednesdays. Stone 
Phillips and Jane Pauley, both recently signed to new deals with hefty pay 
increases, are the program's co-anchors; they also participate in brand 
extension, Pauley doing “Time and Again” and Phillips doing “Weekend 
Magazine” for MSNBC. 


The Nanny 

Sitcom. CBS, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 30. Season: 6th. Studio: Columbia Tri-Star. Total viewers: 
57th. Adults 18-54: 71st. 

CBS leads off with what could well be the final season of “The Nanny.” It’s 
not that Fran Drescher has been talking retirement, but when major 
shakeups happen on sitcoms it’s usually a sign that the end is near—as 
when Maxwell Smart and “99” got married on “Get Smart,” or when 
Roseanne won the lottery, or when Ellen came out. And now that 
Drescher’s Fran Fine has gotten married to Mr. Sheffield (Charles 
Shaughnessy), how much more comedy is there left to mine in this pit? 


Beverly Hills, 90210 


Prime-time soap. Fox, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 16. Season: 9th. Total viewers: 51st. Adults 18- 
54: 28th. Women 18-34: 7th. 


With half the original cast gone, the original writers and producers gone, 
and half of the remaining original cast hinting that they might not be 
around much longer, it is now rather painful watching the perennial teen 
sudster “Beverly Hills 90210” limp into its ninth season, a victim of its 
own name recognition and demographic niche, as well as its cult following 
of viewers who stick it out vigil-wise hoping that the Beast, breathing its 
last, gasping, ratings-milking breath, actually kicks it this time. 


When we last left the all-the-worse-for-wear resident Zipsters, Brandon and 
Kelly (Jason Priestly and Jennie Garth) called off the Much Awaited Wed- 
ding; Steve (Ian Ziering) somehow found “dignity” in turning down the 
married woman he was dating; Donna (Tori Spelling) and Noah (Vincent 
Young) were attempting to stay together; and David (Brian Austin Green) 
was trying to juggle upkeep of his constant two-day-old scruff of a beard 
with his so-called emotional support of Val (Tiffani-Amber Thiessen), who 
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managed to possibly contract HIV (the season cliffhanger). 


The devolution of “90210” into a younger version of “Melrose Place” is 
heralded by the arrival of Laura Leighton, the doomed Sydney from that 
other past-its-prime Spelling soapie, hired, it is rumored, after negotia- 
tions to bring Shannen Doherty back to the show failed. Also joining the 
cast are Vanessa Marcil from “General Hospital,” as well as Daniel Cosgrove 
from “All My Children,” joining The Mister’s stable of stars on the wane. 
Threatening to quit the show mid-season are Priestley and Amber- 
Thiessen, which would leave a watered-down shell of the show’s former self 
to plod on for another year. The only bright spot on the horizon come 
September is the return of Luke Perry and his ersatz James Dean of a 
character, Dylan McKay: a shot of Scotch (albeit bottom shelf) added to 
soda already long gone flat. 

—Daniel Drennan, The Inquisitor (www.inquisitor.com) 


9 
Dawson’s Creek 
Drama. WB, 7:00. Season: 2d. Premiere: Oct. 7. Studio: Columbia TriStar. Total viewers: 
117th. Adults 18-54: 124th. Teenagers: 2d. 


By the standards of my adolescence at least, the small New England town 
of Capeside, where “Dawson's Creek” takes place, looks darned idyllic. But 
no: 15-year-old Dawson (James Van Der Beek, who's 21 in real life) is a 
budding filmmaker in the image of Spielberg, and filmmakers require 
conflict out of life. Dawson needs some trouble in his TV-perfect world, a 
trait we later discover he inherited from his mom. Dawson’s longtime 
friend Joey (Katie Holmes) is starting to become a woman, but her allure is 
rarely noticed by Dawson, who is more interested in Jennifer (Michelle 
Williams), a new arrival in Capeside. Make of this what you will, but both 
of the lead female characters in “Dawson's Creek” are essentially 
unparented. Joey's father is dead and her mom is in prison; something in 
Jennifer's past compelled her to move here to her grandparents’. 


Dawson’s other pal Pacey (Joshua Jackson) spent the early episodes getting 
it on with a teacher, while Dawson’s news-anchor mom was cheating on her 
loving hubby for the sheer hell of it and Joey’s sister was having a baby 
out of wedlock (interracially, no less). Can you see why the conservative 
Parents Television Council might be having a problem with this show? With 
its seductive mix of teen fantasy, down-to-earth characters and unresolved 
love triangles (Joey finally does express her affection for Dawson in the 
season ender), this show became a study in how TV and hormones can 
make for a powerful mix. After “Seinfeld,” it was the highest-rated show 
among viewers ages 12-17 last season. 


Seven Days © 


Action/sci-fi. UPN, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 7 (2 hrs.). Studio: Paramount. New 


“Seven Days” replaces “The Sentinel” as the companion piece to “Voyager” 
on UPN. Angry “Sentinel” fans let the network have it after one of the 
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show's lead characters appeared to have been killed off in the season- 
ending cliffhanger—and then UPN dropped the show from the fall sched- 
ule. Eventually, 13 additional episodes of “The Sentinel” were ordered for 
midseason. In the meantime we have “Seven Days,” which stars Jonathan 
LaPaglia, last seen on “New York Undercover,” as Parker, a rogue ex-CIA 
man who’s chosen to take an experimental time capsule seven days into 
the past to prevent national chaos. So it’s kind of like “Early Edition,” 
except that instead of a life or two being at stake every week, the entire 
free world is on the line. I liked the concept as executed in the 2-hour 
pilot episode. It looks like they spent a bundle making it, too; “Seven 
Days” was actually supposed to be a UPN movie-of-the-week until network 
executives had a look at it and started thinking series. 


AVGSINGIM 


There’s also a potential love interest between Parker and Olga, the alluring 
emigré scientist on the project team (Justina Vail)—except that Parker 
keeps rolling back in time and erasing whatever the two had going be- 
tween them that week. Another team member, Ramsey (Nick Searcy), 
questions Parker’s every move. Donovan (Don Franklin) is Parker's bud. 


Two Guys, a Girl and a Pizza Place 

Sitcom. ABC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 23. Season: 2d. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 39th. G 
Adults 18-54: 16th. 

This show was the beneficiary of ABC’s noisy squabble last season with 7:30 
Ellen DeGeneres. The network slapped a parental warning on “Ellen” 8:30 ET 
early in the season. DeGeneres complained about it to the press; up in 

Disney's executive suite, the team players winced. They also quietly made a 

deal to acquire “Two Guys, a Girl and a Pizza Place,” a sitcom that origi- 

nally had been pitched to Fox. When “Ellen” began to dip in the ratings 

this spring, ABC whisked it off the air and dropped in “Two Guys.” When it 

debuted to decent ratings, “Ellen” and DeGeneres were history at ABC. 


As the title suggests, “Two Guys, a Girl and a Pizza Place” is a show right 
out of the book of sitcom templates. Graduate students Berg (Ryan 
Reynolds) and Pete (Richard Ruccolo) share an apartment in Boston. They 
also fill the boyfriend void for their neighbor Sharon (Traylor Howard), a 
sales executive for a chemical company who has no time for love but, it 
seems, plenty of time for Berg and Pete. And if you can’t find the three at 
home, they're probably down at the you-know-where. From time to time, a 
regular patron named Mr. Bauer (David Ogden Stiers of “M*A*S*H” fame) 
steps in to share a relevant personal anecdote. The “anecdote” always turns 
out to be the storyline from some movie. The studio audience loves this 
gag. I, however, am distracted by the man’s pedestrian film references. 
Anyway, it’s not clear if audiences are going to stick around after the 
novelty of Berg and Mr. Bauer wear off. Berg seems like “Seinfeld’s” 
Kramer, except instead of having a new wacky sideline each episode, he 
has the same wacky sideline in every episode. Toward the end of the sea- 
son, ratings for “Two Guys” dropped—in fact, they dropped right about 
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into the “Ellen” range. ABC hopes that by moving “Two Guys” up one hour 
and matching it with the more compatible “Dharma & Grég,” it will be 
discovered by millions of new viewers. Perhaps. 


Maggie Winters © 


Sitcom. CBS, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 30. Studio: Greenblatt-Janollari/CBS. New 


This boilerplate sitcom stars “Murphy Brown’s” Faith Ford as a high-school 
sweetheart forced to go back to small-town Indiana after her marriage and 
life in the big city go sour. My problem with the show, besides Faith Ford, 
is that the players all look about my age or older (I’ve been out of high 
school 15 years), yet at least in the pilot episode they talk and act like 
they graduated about five years ago. Perhaps it’s a small-town phenom- 
enon to act as though time stopped when we were teenagers, but in that 
case “Maggie Winters” hardly jibes with CBS's stated strategy of seeking a 
more urban, sophisticated audience. 


Veteran actress Shirley Knight (double Emmy winner for “Indictment: The 
McMartin Trials” and a guest shot on “NYPD Blue”) plays Maggie's protec- 
tive mom; other players include ex-jock Tom (Brian Haley), happy house- 
wife Robin (Jenny Robertson), friend Lisa (Alex Happ Horner) and her new 
boss and old classmate Rachel (Clea Lewis playing yet another of the 
grating character parts in which she specializes). 


Party of Five 
Drama. Fox, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 16. Season: 5th. Studio: Columbia TriStar. Total viewers: 
57th. Adults 18-54: 28th. Women 18-34: 6th. 


It is not hard to envision millions of remote controls changing at 8:00 from 
“Dawson's Creek” to “Party of Five” on Fox. Now in its fifth season, “Party 
of Five,” the story of five children ages 1 to 24 who are left to fend for 
themselves after the sudden deaths of their parents, is now a Top 10 show 
with adults ages 18-34 and No. 6 among women 18-34. Makes me kind of 
glad I’m about to exit this demographic. “Party of Five,” quite possibly the 
whiniest show on television, puts me in mind of that Mark Twain quip that 
only someone with a heart of stone could watch the death of Dickens’ 
tragic Little Nell and not roar with laughter. 


No sooner does Charlie Salinger (Matthew Fox), the guardian of his four 
younger siblings, beat his cancer into remission than he begins dating a 
stripper and eventually knocks her up. How can you not listen to this idiot 
obsessing about his problems without busting a gut? Bailey (Scott Wolf), a 
recovering alcoholic at age 18, impulsively proposes marriage to one girl, 
gets rejected and then sleeps with his faithful admirer Sarah (Jennifer Love 
Hewitt)—in the same episode. Later, we learn that Sarah has been saving 
her virginity for him. (Note to the producers: too much information!) Julia 
(Neve Campbell) gets accepted to Stanford before being dumped by that 
drippy good-for-nothing Griffin (Jeremy London, whom I loved in “Il Fly 
Away”). As for Claudia (Lacey Chabert), my sincere hope is that she goes to 
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the hoity-toity private school to which she’s just been accepted, is de- 
scended on by an all-girl gang and has the stuffing beaten out of her. I 
confess, it’s not right for me to feel this way about a fellow human being. 
On the other hand, she is a fictional character and this is only a TV 
show—a nauseatingly absurd TV show. 


Scott Bairstow (last seen on “Significant Others,” the midseason flop from 
“Party of Five” creators Amy Lippmann and Christopher Keyser) and 
Heather McComb join the cast this year. Heather will play Julia’s new 
roommate at Stanford and Scott will play Heather's character's boyfriend. 


The Drew Carey Show 


Office sitcom. ABC, 8:00. Premiere: TBA. Season: 4th. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 
14th. Adults 18-54: 9th. 


ABC's 8 p.m. powerhouse is this office comedy that obviates the need for 
additional office comedies. Besides starring in a hit show (No. 6 among 
returning sitcoms and the third most-watched program on ABC), Carey by 
all accounts is one of the most manageable talents in TV. Good thing for 
ABC: as host of the surprising summer improv-game-show hit, “Whose Line 
Is It Anyway?”, Carey is making himself indispensable to the network’s 
future. 


Carey’s on-screen foil, Mimi (Kathy Kinney), was originally a guest charac- 
ter in the first season, but audiences liked her so much that she soon 
became a regular. Mimi is supposedly based on a shrewish secretary Kinney 
perfected in real life while working as an assistant to Mitch Stern at New 
York’s WCBS-TV. (Stern now runs the 22 Fox-owned stations.) Like Carey, 
whose career was launched by “Star Search” in 1988, Kinney didn’t even 
contemplate a career in show business until prodded by friends. Although 
you'd think the blue eye shadow jokes would be moldering by now, the 
writers have given Mimi enough adventures to keep her evil fresh and 
ensure that she and Drew continue TV's funniest love-hate thing since Dan 
and Roseanne. 


In 1996, the show opened its second season with a stirring musical number 
that started a trend on other shows. Subsequent sendups of “The Rocky 
Horror Picture Show” and “The Full Monty” were also show-stoppers. In 
1997, a provocative storyline was pursued with Nikki, a girlfriend and then 
fiancée of Drew's who grew larger and larger during the course of the 
season. On the eve of their wedding, she went berserk over her weight 
gain, called off the relationship and vanished. 


3rd Rock from the Sun 


Sitcom. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 23. Season: 4th. Studio: Carsey-Werner. Total viewers: 
44th. Adults 18-54: 31st. 


NBC will counter “Drew Carey” again with “3rd Rock from the Sun,” the 
comedy with the best theme song on TV. After launching in January 1996 
to critical raves, “3rd Rock” became an immediate Top 20 program. So NBC 
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moved it from Tuesdays to Sundays for the 1996-97 season, where it 
performed okay for a Sunday show. Then the network ported it to Wednes- 
days. Ouch: “3rd Rock” took a direct hit against “Drew Carey,” dropping 
into the 70s in the Nielsen rankings, before recovering later in the season. 


For every person who thinks “3rd Rock” is hilariously mindless, I find 
another who hates hates hates it. It’s essentially a slapsticky remake of the 
old “Coneheads” sketch on “Saturday Night Live.” Space aliens, and not 
the most capable ones either, come to Earth and assimilate in a college 
town in Ohio as the Solomon family. High Commander Dick Solomon (John 
Lithgow) is a physics professor. The other three—Sally (Kristen Johnston), 
Harry (French Stewart) and Tommy (Joseph Gordon-Levitt)—are mostly 
seen around the house. Their two-week reconnaissance mission was ex- 
tended when Dick realized he loved being in an Earthling’s body and 
getting to couple with fellow professor Mary Albright (Jane Curtin). Sally 
has got a thing for a police officer played by Wayne Knight, famous as 
Newman on “Seinfeld.” In fact, I think of him as Newman even when he’s 
on “3rd Rock.” Lithgow and Johnston won Emmys last year for their roles, 
which led critic Tom Shales to ream the Academy for honoring Lithgow’s 
“shameless mugging.” I can’t explain it, but I find Lithgow a riot. Same for 
Harry, who walks around all year long in a heavy winter coat that makes 
him look like a dirty sheepdog. And I've always liked Curtin going back to 
her “SNL” days (where, in one of her recurring roles, she played Prymaat 
Conehead). 


Star Trek: Voyager © 
Sci-fi. UPN, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 14. Season: 5th. Studio: Paramount. Total viewers: 129th. 
Adults 18-54: 118th. 


Allow me to summarize this show’s first four seasons in a way my fellow 
non-Trekkies will understand: The Starship Voyager has been drifting far 
from home for a long time in some place called the Delta Quadrant. The 
crew are trying to get back to Earth but are blocked by the Borg, whose 
standard greeting, “Prepare to be assimilated, resistance is futile,” has 
made them as popular a “Star Trek” enemy as the once-notorious Klingons. 
Last season, in the most-publicized casting move since Capt. Janeway 
(Kate Mulgrew) was put at the helm of Voyager, Jeri Ryan joined the cast 
of “Star Trek: Voyager” as an ex-Borg called Seven of Nine. The two women 
clashed continually as Janeway’s and Seven of Nine’s relationship became 
the focus of the season’s storylines, somewhat to the dismay of other cast 
members (Robert Duncan McNeill told an interviewer he counted 18 of 26 


episodes focusing on Ryan’s character). 


The rest of the crew includes first mate Chakotay (Robert Beltran), who 
has an unusually close relationship with Janeway, all the more unusual 
because Chakotay is a member of a tribe that used to be at war with the 
Federation; The Doctor (Robert Picardo), actually a programmed holograph 
but one with personality in a techno-nerd kind of way; charismatic bad 
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Q: Is “Pax TV” anything like “Pax Americana”? 


A: Pax TV, formerly known as Pax Net, launched Aug. 31 in most of the country’s 
largest TV markets primarily on stations owned and operated by evangelical business- 
man, and founder of the Home Shopping Network, Lowell “Bud” Paxson. Pax TV is 
based on an unusual business model, one in which the network also owns the vast 
majority of local affiliates (which will total 88 when Paxson’s current round of 
dealmaking is finalized). In effect Pax TV will have the look and feel of a cable 
network, with a centralized national feed augmented by a small amount of local 
content. Its potential audience will be almost exactly the same as cable, reaching 74 
million homes, although the Paxson stations could be at some disadvantage as many 
of them are UHF channels with not the greatest signal quality. Paxson has also struck 
deals with cable providers to carry the Pax TV feed in cities where Paxson doesn’t own 
a station. Another unusual feature: Pax TV is using its satellite capability to feed its 
programs to the country’s four time zones at the exact same time. “Touched by an 
Angel,” the heart of the network's prime time, will air at 8 p.m. in Portland, Denver, 
Kansas City and the Pax TV headquarters in Florida. 

As for content, it’s a mixture of recent family-friendly favorites airing in repeats as 
well as some low-cost Pax TV originals. “Touched” will be followed by “Dr. Quinn, 
Medicine Woman” beginning Sept. 14. “Promised Land” and “Diagnosis Murder” will 
also get top billing at the network. A couple of short-lived gems, “Christy” and “I'll Fly 
Away,” will return, as will a lot of rerun filler: “Eight Is Enough,” “Here’s Lucy,” 
“Highway to Heaven,” etc. 

Among the Pax TV-produced shows: 

e “Woman's Day,” based on the magazine by the same name and hosted by Phyllis 
George. 

e An all-new “Flipper” starring Whip Hubley (“Top Gun”) as the dolphin’s buddy. 

e A series of specials based on the “Chicken Soup for the Soul” series produced by 
Vin di Bona, the folks who bring you “America’s Funniest Home Videos.” 

In theory the idea seems promising; Pax TV only has to attract about 1 percent of 
the viewing audience on average to make it. Using an appeal to wholesome TV and its 
fairly fresh stock of programs, it appears to have a good pitch. But broadcasting has 
always been about offering a modicum of local content. The Paxson stations are 
promising to do that, although their staffs are so tight—just a fraction of the people 
who work at a typical broadcast station—it’s hard to imagine them with time to do 
anything other than sell infomercial time and produce the occasional special. 


boy Tom Paris (McNeill) and Torres, the half-human, half-Klingon he’s 
gotten mixed up with (Roxann Dawson); Neelix, a strange alien (Ethan 
Phillips); Tuvok, a humorless Vulcan (Tim Russ); and young officer Kim 
(Garrett Wang). 


This season, Voyager will attempt a detour around Borgspace, The Doctor 
will also accidentally hatch a new type of wicked creature, a Superborg. 
Tom Paris will get caught up in some 20th-century “B” movie. And, I’m 
guessing, the producers will concoct more excuses for Ryan to let her 
luscious blonde hair down again. 


Charmed 
Horror drama. WB, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 7. Studio: Spelling. New 


Here we have the dynamic-trio concept behind “Sabrina the Teenage 
Witch” cloaked in “Buffy’s” Gothic aura. Substitute warlocks for vampires, 
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forget about the stakes through the heart, add a few references to Wicca 
and you have “Charmed.” Shannen Doherty, fired from “Beverly Hills 
90210” four years ago by executive producer Aaron Spelling, apparently 
has gotten a reprieve; “Charmed” is produced by Spelling Television. 
Doherty, Holly Marie Combs (Tom Skerritt’s daughter on “Picket Fences”) 
and Alyssa Milano (Samantha on “Who's the Boss”) play three siblings who 
discover an old book of spells in their grandmother's attic. When they say 
the spells in unison, they discover they can smite warlocks and other 
nasty underworld creatures that prowl the Earth. Sisterhood is powerful. 
Parenthood, on the other hand, seems to be nonexistent. 


To Have And To Hold © 


Romantic comedy. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 30. Studio: Greenblatt-Janollari/CBS. New 


CBS tries to hop on the one-hour romantic comedy train driven by “Ally 
McBeal.” It even takes place in the same city, Boston, and also revolves 
around the justice system. Annie Cornell (Moira Kelly) is a public defender; 
the love of her life, Sean McGrail (Jason Beghe), works for the police. Other 
regulars include Sean’s two brothers, both cops, Michael (Jason Wiles) and 
Tommy (Stephen Largay); brother Patrick (Stephen Lee), who's married to 
Annie’s sister Carolyn (Colleen Flynn), and the McGrail matriarch, Fiona 
(Fionnula Flanagan). 


The Secret Lives of Men 


Sitcom. ABC, 8:30. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Witt-Thomas-Harns. New 


8: 3 0 ABC wants “The Secret Lives of Men” to be the “Drew Carey” companion 

9:30 ET that neither “Ellen” nor “Two Guys” were. This show revolves around three 
recently-divorced men, played to varying degrees of bitterness by Peter 
Gallagher, Brad Whitford and Mitch Rouse. The casting of Gallagher means 
that two of the stars of “sex, lies and videotape” have now found their way 
onto a sitcom (Laura San Giacomo of “Just Shoot Me” being the other). 
Susan Harris, the show's creator, seems to be pining for the impolite days 
of “Soap,” the series that launched her into a promising career before she 
was bamboozled into creating “The Golden Girls.” Political incorrectness is 
what this show and “Drew Carey” have in common, but it’s a less innocent 
version and viewers may not like such a hard edge (I didn’t). 


NewsRadio 

Office sitcom. NBC, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 23. Season: 5th. Studio: Brillstein/Grey. Total 
viewers: 68th. Adults 18-54: 40th. 

“NewsRadio” is going to try making it through the season after losing Phil 
Hartman, the comedian shot dead by his wife this spring. It won't be easy 
because, regardless of how he was billed, Hartman’s Bill McNeal character 
was the center of the show. Station owner Jimmy James (Stephen Root) is 
a convincing corporate bottom-liner and Andy Dick is a dork extraordinaire 
in the part of Matthew. But most of the other staffers—Beth (Vicki Lewis), 
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Q: What if “Must-See TV” had never happened? 
A: Scary thought, isn’t it? But for two turns of fate, leading characters on NBC's two 
powerhouse shows would never have been cast. 
© What if Fox had scheduled that horrific Henry Winkler sitcom “Monty” in the fall of 
4994 instead of the spring? It could've happened, in which case David Schwimmer, 
who was cast as Monty's son, might not have been available to audition for 


“Friends.” 
© And how about “The Boys,” the 1993 sitcom that died a quick death on rae The 
show's creator recently told me that he felt the show had its Heart uk ae 
network executives who ordered a casting change at edhe nome yaks ores 
tives said the lead actor had no star quality et ay a me  aoty Eaters 
i i iainal star been kept. i 
e would've had a hit had the original | i 
would not have been available to do “ER. (And now you know ..-) 


Dave (Dave Foley), Lisa (Maura Tierney), Joe (Joe Rogan)—I tune out. This 
is supposed to be about a New York radio station, but subtract Bill McNeal 
and it might as well be a Pittsburgh ad agency. Hartman, a master imper- 
sonator, had the self-inflated big-city broadcaster routine down perfectly. 


That's why I think the person cast to replace Hartman, Jon Lovitz, is an 
inspired choice. From his roles on “SNL” and “The Critic,” Lovitz has estab- 
lished himself as a coastal weasel par excellence, and I fully expect some 
mutation of that to form his character on “NewsRadio.” Lovitz will join 
“NewsRadio” during the second episode. The first episode will take place 
mainly at Bill’s funeral after he dies of a heart attack. NBC said the cast 
wanted a chance to say goodbye to Phil. 


South Park 


Adult cartoon. Comedy Central, 9:00. Season: 2d. Studio: Comedy Partners. 


With the WB signing off after “Charmed,” what will there be on TV for 
the kids? Why, “South Park,” of course. Comedy Central’s Wednesday- 
night hit put the cable network on the map and on the cover of 
- Newsweek. With its crude animation and even cruder dialogue, “South 
Park” immediately took over America’s dorm lounges last fall and became 
cable’s top-rated program. Since cable networks tend to launch their new 
seasons in the summer, new episodes of “South Park” are already airing as 


I wnite this. 


The “South Park” regulars are Cartman, a scratchy-voiced little tub of goo 
who is of suspicious origin and can often be seen gorging on the show's 
notable snack food, Cheesy Poofs; Stan, who has a thing for classmate 
Wendy and owns a gay dog named Sparky; Kenny, who dies in nearly every 
episode; Kyle, a Jewish boy whose little brother Ike was kidnapped by 
aliens in the first episode; the chef at South Park Elementary (voiced by 
Isaac Hayes, whose musical career rebounded after “South Park” became a 
hit); their parents and teachers; Mr. Hankey, a bowel movement with 
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personality; and Jesus, who has set up shop on cable TV, fighting Satan in 
a pay-per-view match and hosting an access show, “Jesus & Pals.” For the 
record, I don’t find any of this very offensive or entertaining. 


“South Park” is the first prime-time series permanently assigned a TV-MA 
rating. Because the two young punks who created the show, Trey Parker 
and Matt Stone, don’t play by the rules, or maybe they just forgot to ask 
for a copy of the rules, the first season's big cliffhanger—identifying 
Cartman's real mom—was played out in mid-season instead of at the end. 
No second-season cliffhanger has been announced, but there are uncon- 
firmed reports that we will soon get to see (and hear) Kenny without that 
stupid parka hood always around his head. 


Chicago Hope 

Medical drama. CBS, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 30. Season: 5th. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 
45th. Adults 18-54: 50th. 

“Chicago Hope” is a decent drama series that’s been hexed by the Fates. 
When it debuted in 1994 it was put into a false competition with another 
new medical drama, NBC's “ER.” Both programs debuted at 9 p.m. Thurs- 
days in 1994—and you'll recall which show prevailed in that time slot. 
“Chicago Hope” scurried off to Mondays, then moved to its current time 
last season. The show has picked up Emmys for best actor (former regular 
Mandy Patinkin) and best supporting actor (Hector Elizondo). And CBS 
says it’s the first success they've had at 9 on Wednesdays since “Wiseguy” 
in 1988. 


We've seen the archetypes on “Chicago Hope” all too many times: Dr. 
Watters (Hector Elizondo), the gruff but fair chief of staff; Aaron Shutt 
(Adam Arkin), the idealistic, caring surgeon married to his job; Kate 
Austin (Christine Lahti), the driven single mom who tries to juggle career 
and family; and so on. Perhaps the most interesting characters are the 
orthopod Jack McNeil (Mark Harmon) and chief of trauma Keith Wilkes 
(Rocky Carroll)—because they're both insufferable twits. Eric Stoltz 
(“Mask” ) joins the cast this season as a surgeon with a background in 
Eastern philosophy and alternative medicine. This could either mean some 
interesting give-and-take with the other docs or, as I fear, a chance for the 
show's writers to flog a strawman. The storylines are making their second 
or third trip around the block, including the “old friend” who materializes 
on the scene with a fatal condition that will remove them from the scene 
in an hour's time. We've also seen the doctor-in-a-coma routine more than 
once, although using the coma as a premise for staging a musical number 
did get my attention. 
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Law & Order 


Legal drama. NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 23. Season: 9th. Studio: Wolf Productions/Studios 
USA. Nielsen rank: 24th. Adults 18-54: 21st. 


This show grabbed its first-ever Emmy for best drama, an honor many 
thought long overdue. Creatively, the show has hit a groove in which it 
might well stay another eight years, or until the show’s executive producer 
Dick Wolf can create another hit (“Players” and “Feds” being two recent 
failures). You've heard it said that the story is the star of “Law & Order,” 
that the actors know going in that they're there not so much to perform as 
to execute the script. But try telling that to fans of some of the show’s 
more celebrated ex-stars, Michael Mahoney, Jill Hennessy and Chris Noth to 
name three. (Noth is actually doing an NBC movie this season based on his 
“Law & Order” character; see “Coming Up Next”). On the “law” side, there’s 
detectives Lennie Briscoe (Jerry Orbach) and Rey Curtis (Benjamin Bratt) 
and their boss, Lt. Van Buren (S. Epatha Merkerson). On the “order” side, 
D.A. Adam Schiff (Steven Hill) is the only character who’s been on the 
show from the beginning; he is the politically pragmatic conscience of 
“Law & Order.” This season assistant D.A. Jack McCoy (Sam Waterston) gets 
a new colleague in Abbey Carmichael, played by Angie Harmon, who 
starred on ABC's “C-16” last year and, before that, “Baywatch Nights.” And 
don’t tell me they signed this babe just to move the plot along. 


20/20 Wednesday 

Newsmagazine. ABC, 9:00 Season: 10th (formerly “PrimeTime Live”). Premiere: Sept. 16. 
Producer: ABC News. Total viewers: 21st. Adults 18-54: 24th. 

Only the name is changing on this show, and for reasons I don’t entirely 
understand. Sure, “20/20” as a brand name has been around twice as long 
as “PrimeTime Live,” and is less of a mouthful. But “PrimeTime Live” 
outrated every other edition of “20/20” last season except Friday’s and was 
ABC’s top-rated newsmag among younger viewers by a country mile. In 
fact, “PrimeTime Live” is No. 7 among ABC's returning shows with viewers 
18-54 and loses remarkably little of its lead-in audience for a 
newsmagazine. Now that Diane Sawyer has two programs to worry about 
(she and Barbara Walters are launching “20/20 Sunday”), it will be inter- 
esting to see how her stories and plum guests are divided between the two 
nights. Sam Donaldson remains Sawyer’s remarkably lifelike co-anchor on 
Wednesdays. 
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Thursday 


Top shows, all viewers: Seinfeld, ER, Veronica’s Closet, Friends. Viewers 18-54: same. 


I am not a big TV watcher on 
Thursdays, NBC’s “must-see TV” 
hype notwithstanding. Yes, it is 
a marvel that in this age of 
dozens of channel choices, one 
network on one night still man- 
ages one whopper of a Nielsen 
rating. But whenever an NBC 
entertainment exec uses the 
words “communal experience” to 
describe the phenomenon—as * ot 
though 60 million people watch- S.__Fe ie . 
ing an episode of “Seinfeld” had Eriq LaSalle of “ER” 
an ything to do with a town hall (Photo credit: BECT TV/Tribune) 
meeting or a worship service—mine eyes doth glaze over. The 
truth is NBC’s 14 years of dominance have made Thursdays dull. 
CBS, for the most part, is playing it safe. The WB is counter- 
programming to the same black viewers Fox used to. ABC and 
UPN are showing movies. Only Fox was trying something differ- 
ent with “Hollyweird” and now that project appears to be toast. 


Friends 
Sitcom. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 5th. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 4th. 


Viewers 18-54: 4th. 
00 


-00 ¢7 At the end of last season’s finale, Ross (David Schwimmer) and the British 
woman he'd had the instant romance with last spring, Emily, were standing 
at the altar where, instead of saying .“I take thee, Emily ...” he’d uttered 
the name of Rachel (Jennifer Aniston), his true love in the second and 
third seasons of “Friends,” who had flown over to London to stop the 
wedding but had chickened out at the last moment and was sitting in the 
pews. Also in attendance were Ross’ sister Monica (Courteney Cox) and the 
guys who like being guys, Chandler (Matthew Perry) and Joey (Matt 
LeBlanc). Only Phoebe (Lisa Kudrow), delightfully ditzy Phoebe, the best 
thing on “Friends” as far as I’m concerned, was stuck back in New York, 
listening in via cell phone when the appalling flub occurred. The Freudian- 
slip cliffhanger should be resolved in the season opener Sept. 24, as 

should, one assumes, Phoebe’s pregnancy. (In the show she is acting as 

| surrogate mom for her brother carrying—oops—three babies; in real life 
Kudrow gave birth to a son in May.) 


on] 
Oee 


| 
| 
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At the risk of being branded a prude or worse by the show's outspoken 
executive producer Marta Kauffman, I’m still uncomfortable with an adult 
comedy airing at 7 p.m. Central time. The scheduling of “Friends” is a 
near-perfect example of when a network’s interests operate counter to the 
viewing public’s. Assume that the two front-runners to take “Seinfeld’s” 
place at 8 o'clock were “Friends” and “Frasier.” Demographic surveys will 
tell you that younger viewers start watching earlier in the evening than 
older viewers. “Frasier” skews older than “Friends.” And “Friends” already 
has a beachhead at 7. So you book “Frasier” at 8. 


The problem with this logic is that for parents’ sake, the air times should 
be reversed: Put the more refined and restrained “Frasier” on at 7 and give 
parents a chance to get in front of the TV for “Friends” at 8. There was a 
scene from an episode last season in which Chandler declared, after a very 
bad week, that from now on he would only have sex “with strippers and 
my friends.” As a married, childless adult I laughed; were I the father of 
teenage girls I'd probably be appalled. And that’s hardly an isolated in- 
stance. (Did somebody say free porn?) Look, young viewers are going to 
watch this show no matter when you schedule it. I’m just saying they 
don’t have to watch it alone. Parents ought to have the best chance avail- 
able to monitor their kids’ consumption of content. But perhaps this 
discussion will be rendered moot by the V-chip. (See page 71.) 


Vengeance Unlimited 

Action drama. ABC, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 1. Studio: Warner Bros. New 

In the spirit of “The Equalizer” and “The Pretender” comes “Vengeance 
Unlimited,” a show that, in the pilot episode at least, offers a lead charac- 
ter as sturdy as the storyline is shaky. Michael Madsen is Mr. Chapel, an 
enigmatical defender of the victims of crime who arrives on the scene 
whenever the American legal system lets someone down. In the pilot we 
see him use stun guns, monster trucks, phone harassment and extortion to 
wring the truth out of the bad guys and send them running into the arms 
of the authorities, begging to be locked up. In his wake Mr. Chapel leaves 
behind a slew of questions, usually on the order of: How did you know this 
person would be in this place at this exact moment? Let us just say that 
“Vengeance Unlimited” does not appear to aim at a high level of realism. 


What the show has going for it is Madsen. ABC is clearly betting that 
viewers who have had it with those wimpy “Friends” will warm up to Mr. 
Chapel. One TV critic has already told me that the only two new shows this 
fall he cares about at all are “Martial Law” and “Vengeance Unlimited,” 
because they have leads you're actually interested in. Provided you're a 
guy, that is. Mr. Chapel is aided by K.C. (Kathleen York), a woman he 
previously helped to right a wrong. The show was co-created by John 
McNamara, who created “Profit” for Fox a couple of years ago. If you 
remember that show—Adrian Pasdar as an exquisitely ruthless antihero 
who sleeps with his stepmom—then you are a dedicated TV watcher. 
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World’s Wildest Police Videos 9 


Reality. Fox, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 10. Season: 2d. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 79th. 
Viewers 18-54: 60th. 


This show gives us a very high level of realism. A surreal level of realism, 
you might say. That’s because everything you see on this hourlong pro- 
gram has been pumped up with teases, replays and Foley work galore, 
including plenty of what I call “Fox noises”—swooshes and whirs that were 
first noted on Fox sportscasts but now can be heard across the network 
(and on newscasts of its local affiliates). The teases are especially galling: I 
counted 41/2 minutes in one hour episode, or about 10 percent of the total 
show time. And that’s not counting all of the manipulative seques and 
instant replays, the same wreck shown sometimes three or four times. 


The narrator for “World's Wildest Police Videos” is a former sheriff, John 
Bunnell. His voiceovers and standups aren't exactly riveting, but that’s the 
point: They give this compilation of mostly car chases a more authentic 
feel than if a professional announcer had stepped in. But when you think 
about it, that’s manipulative, too. 


The Wayans Bros. © 


Sitcom. WB, 7:00. Premiere: TBA. Season: 4th. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 131st. 
Viewers 18-54: 133d. Teenagers: 23d. African-Americans 25-54: 12th. 


The WB’s alternative lineup of black-oriented shows begins, appropriately 
enough, with “The Wayans Bros.,” the very first show aired on the WB 
when it launched Jan. 11, 1995. And it seems like ever since then, Shawn 
and Marlon Wayans (younger brothers of Damon, who was counter-pro- 
gramming NBC's Thursday lineup last season on Fox), have been taking 
abuse from the NAACP and other groups for their shuckin-and-jivin por- 
trayal of African-American life. Shawn told an interviewer the NAACP is 
wasting its time taking on other brothers. Marlon and Shawn, who are the 
show's co-creators, also collaborated on “Don’t Be a Menace to South 
Central While Drinking Your Juice in the Hood.” Shawn plays an ambitious 
young comer, Marlon an easy-living slacker. Pops (John Witherspoon) loves 
‘em both, and Dee (Anna Marie Horsford), who guards the building where 
Shawn keeps his newsstand, watches over the whole gang. 


Promised Land 9 


Drama. CBS, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 1. Season: 3d. Studio: CBS Productions. Total viewers: 35th. 
Viewers 18-54: 92d. 

This show pairs the Republican star of “Major Dad” with Martha 
Williamson, the woman behind “Touched by an Angel,” in a show about 
traditional values and personal responsibility. After Russell Greene (Gerald 
McRaney) was downsized out of a career, he was touched by an angel (in 
the “Promised Land” pilot episode) and decided then and there to pack up 
his wife (Wendy Phillips), three kids and mother Hattie (Celeste Holm) in 
the Suburban, hook up the Airstream and head off to see America and 
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change the lives of folks they encountered along the way. Kind of like 
those Happy Hollisters books I read when I was a kid, but instead of end- 
ing each story with a moral, “Promised Land” is moral. 


It’s the kind of warm cocoa that puts me right to sleep; that said, I think 
Austin O’Brien, who plays oldest son Joshua, is interesting to watch; he’s 
got that peculiar first-born quality down pat. On another network, O’Brien 
would be a teen heartthrob. The youngest child, Nathaniel (Eddie Karr), is 
actually a nephew abandoned by Russell's no-good brother; what he and 
daughter Dinah (Sarah Schaub) seem to do best is bicker. “Promised Land,” 
though, must be doing something right; CBS finished a solid second be- 
hind NBC and was the only network to gain viewers at 7:00 last season. 


ABC Thursday Movie 

ABC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 24, 7:00. New 

ABC’s testosterone strategy continues after “Vengeance Unlimited” with its 
new “Thursday Night Movie” that will remind you of TBS’s “Movies for Guys 
Who Like Movies,” only on a bigger budget. Among the films the network 
bought: “Mission Impossible,” “The Rock,” “Escape from L.A.”—you get 
the point. The made-for-TV lineup includes “American Tragedy,” based on 
Norman Mailer’s book about the 0.J. Simpson case and produced by 
“Homicide’s” Barry Levinson and Tom Fontana; “Brothers,” from Martin 
Scorsese and Mitch Pileggi, who teamed on “GoodFellas”; a franchise of 
young-adults-in-danger flicks from Wes Craven (“Scream”); and a space- 
shuttle thriller, “Max Q,” from the mind of Jerry Bruckheimer. 
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Jesse 
Sitcom. NBC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 24. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


One can’t begrudge executive producers Marta Kauffman, Kevin Bright 73:30 
and David Crane their success on Thursday nights. But “Jesse” just goes °%'3° §T 
to show you can have too much of a good thing. The Christina Applegate 
(“Married ... With Children”) vehicle is the third Bright/Kauffman/Crane 
production currently on NBC’s Thursday-night schedule. And about the 
only thing that it appears to have going for it is a time slot between 
“Friends” and “Frasier.” I don’t know how much this producing trio has 
contributed to NBC’s bottom line with “Friends,” but judging from “Jesse” 
and “Veronica's Closet” it must be a busload of cash. 


Jesse (Applegate) is a single mom who seems to want to keep it that way. 
She works at her father’s tavern and maintains a home that is more like a 
train station, with two brothers (John Lehr and Rafer Weigel) having 
moved in and Dad (George Dzundza) making his presence constantly 
known. Problems: the setup is so contrived as to be a distraction. The men 
in this family are ever-present busybodies, constantly peering in on Jesse’s 
affairs. Who lives like this anymore? By the end of the first episode I 
wanted her to change the locks and chase these losers out the door. 
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Rank among Current status 
African Americans of show 


All viewers 25-54; Top 20 shows 
1. Seinfeld (NBC) 45th Retired 
2. ER (NBC) 15th Renewed 
3. Veronica’ s Closet (NBC) Renewed 
4. Friends (NBC) Renewed 
5. Union Square (NBC) Cancelled 
6. Monday Night Football (ABC) Renewed 
7, Just Shoot Me (NBC) Renewed 
8. The Drew Carey Show (ABC) Renewed 
9. The X-Files (Fox) Renewed 
10. Home Improvement (ABC) Renewed 
11. Frasier (NBC) Renewed 
12. NYPD Blue (ABC) Renewed 
13. Dateline Tuesday (NBC) Renewed 
14, Dateline Monday (NBC) Renewed 
15. Dharma & Greg (ABC) Renewed 
16. Touched by an Angel (CBS) Renewed 
17, Law & Order (NBC) Renewed 
18. King of the Hill (Fox) Renewed 
19. NBC Sunday Night Movie Renewed 
20. Lateline (NBC) Hiatus 


As these two charts attest, shows popular with African-American viewers 
are treated very differently from shows popular with the public at large. 


An asterisk (*) means the show did not rank in that group’s top 50 shows. 


Rank among Current status 
all viewers of show 


African Americans 25-54: Top 20 shows 
1, Between Brothers (Fox) , Cancelled 
2. Living Single (Fox) " Cancelled 
3. 413 Hope St. (Fox) * Cancelled 
4. NBA Showtime (NBC) . Renewed 
5. New York Undercover (Fox) Cancelled 
6. The Steve Harvey Show (WB) Renewed 
7. Getting Personal (Fox) Renewed 
8. Good News (UPN) Cancelled 
9. Malcolm and Eddie (UPN) Renewed 
10. Sparks (UPN) Cancelled 
11. The Wayans Bros. (WB) Renewed 
12. Monday Night Football (ABC) Renewed 
13. Damon (Fox) Cancelled 
14, ER (NBC) Renewed 
15. In the House (UPN) To NBC 
16. ABC Sunday Night Movie Moved/Thurs. 
17. Jamie Foxx Show (WB) Renewed 
18. Smart Guy (WB) Renewed 
19. Family Matters (CBS) Cancelled 
20. Gregory Hines (CBS) Cancelled 
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Q: Why are black viewers’ favorite shows cancelled so often? 

A: As you'll see from studying the chart on the facing page, the shows most popular 
with black viewers are also the ones made up primarily, if not exclusively, of black 
characters. These shows are targets for cancellation because often African Americans are 
the only group that will watch them. In most cases, black viewers aren’t enough to carry 
a network show. But I have noticed two encouraging trends: 

1. A number of shows that ranked in the Top 50 among African-Americans ages 25- 
54 also ranked in the Top 50 among teenagers. The WB renewed all five shows that 
scored high with blacks and teens, leading all networks (“Steve Harvey,” “The Wayans 
Bros.,” “Jamie Foxx,” “Smart Guy” and “Sister Sister’). The WB is on record as support- 
ing a niche strategy that targets certain audiences rather than aiming for the broad 
middle, as traditional broadcast TV does. So far the niche strategy has been very good 
for the WB’s business—and good for diversity. . J 
2. Television is a cultural reflector. We like to look at people who look like us—or 
like we wish we looked. As I browsed further down the list of shows popular with black 
viewers, I noticed a common element: at least one leading African-American charac- 
ter in the cast. Whether it’s Dr. Benton on “ER” or Tess on “Touched by an Angel” or Ed 
Bradley on.“60 Minutes” or Lt. Van Buren on “Law & Order” or Giardello, Pembleton and 
Meldrick on “Homicide,” shows where black characters in responsible roles appear every 
week have no trouble drawing black viewers every week. 


The Jamie Foxx Show 9 


Sitcom. WB, 7:30. Premiere: TBA. Season: TBA. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 141st. 
Viewers 18-54: 140th. Teenagers: 49th. African-Americans 25-54: 18th. 


WB offers “The Jamie Foxx Show,” starring the very good-looking comedian 
in a variation on “The Wayans Bros.” that has Foxx playing the ambitious 
young comer and Garrett Morris the wise-cracking troublemaker. (If Morris 
looks unnaturally aged on this show, bear in mind that he was approaching 
40 when he got the “Saturday Night Live” gig in 1975.) Jamie has come to 
L.A. seeking fame and fortune but above all, a job. He gets one with his 
Aunt Helen (Ellia English) and Uncle Junior (Morris) at their hotel. There 
he and the hotel's uptight accountant Braxton (Christopher B. Duncan) 
compete for the affections of the deliciously unavailable Fancy (Garcelle 
Beauvais). Foxx told me last year he tries to shoot this show like a live, 
23-minute play—meaning he only has to tape Mondays through Thurs- 
days, which frees him up for standup gigs on the weekends. “It doesn’t 
take too long to be funny’ is our slogan,” said Foxx. 


Frasier QZ) 

Sitcom. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 6th. Studio: Paramount. Total viewers: 

13th. Viewers 18-54: 11th. 8:00 
9:00 ET 


Pick T, All eyes will be on “Frasier” this fall, and that’s a good 
php beh thing. TV’s most sophisticated situation comedy perhaps in a 
Click : ney 

generation, has earned the chance to become America’s 
most-watched program. Reportedly NBC executives didn’t set their sights 


that high; they're expecting audience levels below “Seinfeld’s” (even 
factoring out last season’s grand-finale hype). 
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Into this void of diminished expectations, however, comes a program that 
should raise all of ours. The ongoing foibles of Frasier Crane (Kelsey 
Grammer), brother Niles (David Hyde Pierce, in what has to be the casting 
miracle of the ‘90s), housekeeper Daphne (Jane Leeves), dad (John 
Mahoney) and Roz, the producer of Frasier’s radio show (Peri Gilpin), are 
high-concept all the way. “Frasier” manages to be a thoroughly modern 
comedy without pushing the boundaries of good taste or civility. 


Where do you think they found the writers for “Frasier”? Holed up in the 
New York Public Library? In the Old Writers’ Home, swapping stories about 
the way TV used to be? This is the only show that would know how to 
build a punchline out of describing the plot to “The Man Who Came to 
Dinner.” Of course, I realize many of you could care less about the show's 
writing staff. You just want to know when Daphne and Niles will finally get 
it on for good. I try so hard to raise the bar ... 


Guinness World Records 
Fox, 8:00. Premiered: July 28. New 


This summer series launched while I was writing the book you hold in your 
hands. In late August Fox announced it was delaying “Hollyweird,” the 
Shaun Cassidy-Wes Craven series that went through two frustrating pilots, 
until at least midseason, and was ordering more episodes of “Guinness 
World Records” in its place. (Cassidy then issued a statement saying he was 
leaving “Hollyweird” and, in so many words, good riddance.) Like that 
other non-crime reality show, “World’s Funniest!”, “Guinness” is hosted by 
a Fox NFL analyst, Cris Collinsworth. Since I haven't seen the show I will 
instead quote the well-monogrammed Adam Buckman in the New York Post: 
“Next week, look for: A man with the world’s longest fingernails. The 
world’s heaviest woman. The world’s biggest feet. A man who will attempt 
to blow bubbles with a tarantula in his mouth.” 


Diagnosis Murder 
Mystery. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 6th. Studio: Viacom. Total viewers: 25th: 


“Diagnosis Murder” returns to CBS for yet another surprising season. 
Remember how outraged Angela Lansbury was when CBS shipped “Murder, 
She Wrote” off to Thursday nights? After all those years of Top 10 televi- 
sion — banished to a night when everyone's watching NBC. Actually, it 
was outrageous what CBS's now-long-departed executives did to a perfectly 
good little whodunit. But now Thursdays are becoming synonymous with 
network mystery, thanks to Dick Van Dyke and company. 


You've also got to love the fact that Van Dyke has created matching father- 
son roles for himself and his real-life son Barry, who's been appearing on 
camera with dad since the old “Dick Van Dyke Show.” Dick's the doctor, 
Barry's the cop who often relies on Dad's keen sleuthing abilities to crack 
the hard cases. The other two who often pitch in are Dr. Amanda (Victoria 
Rowell) and Dr. Jesse (Charlie Schlatter). “Diagnosis Murder” also feels less 
formulaic than “Murder, She Wrote,” but maybe I’m just saying that be- 
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cause I watched an awful lot of “Murder, She Wrote.” Toward the end 
Jessica's adventures seemed to me about as suspenseful as Columbo’s. 


“Diagnosis Murder” is an unapologetic throwback to a different era, as 
suggested by many of the guest bookings. Last season they did a Sixties 
spy-series reunion, with Barbara Bain of “Mission: Impossible” paired with 
Robert Culp of “I Spy” and a baddie played by Greg Morris’ son Phil. More 
than even most CBS shows, “Diagnosis Murder” skews old, coming in 103d 
among viewers 18-49 despite being 25th in the overall Nielsens. But to- 
ward the end of the season, CBS was finishing second on the night among 
18-49’s, so it’s not as though other non-NBC shows were connecting with 
young viewers themselves. And as the “Diagnosis Murder” audience contin- 
ues to grow, there’s always the potential it could broaden. Could. 


The Steve Harvey Show 


WB, 8:00. Season: 3d. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Brillstein-Grey. Total viewers: 133d. Viewers 
18-54: 131st. Teenagers: 33d. African-Americans 25-54: 7th. 


The highest-rated prime time show among African-American adults still on 
the schedule, “The Steve Harvey Show” is also the highest-rated comedy 
on the WB among young adults and deservedly so. It’s accessible, has a low 
stereotype count and is pro-religious—three qualities one would not 
immediately associate with Steve Harvey's standup routine. (And you 
thought Tim Allen cleaned up his act for TV.) A former R&B sensation in 
the ‘70s, Steve Hightower (Harvey) now teaches music to kids in an inner- 
city high school. A former high school mate (Wendy Raquel Robinson) is 
now his boss, and she carries a few grudges from the old days. Cedric 
(Cedric “the Entertainer”) is the gym teacher, and Steve’s students are 
played by family-sitcom veteran Merlin Santana, Spike Lee ensemblist 
Tracy Vilar and newcomers Nefta Perry and William Lee Scott. 


For Your Love 9 


Sitcom. WB, 8:30. Season: 2d. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 83d. 
Viewers 18-54: 53d. 


When NBC expressed little interest in picking up this midseason com- 
edy about three young couples—two black, one white—Warner Bros. 
rescued it and stuck it on the home network. Set in Oak Park, Ill., a multi- 
racial suburb that abuts Chicago’s West Side, it features three friendly 
couples each at different stages: newlywed, thinking about it and been- 
there-done-that. The show’s creator, Yvette Lee Bowser, is a Bill Cosby 
protégé who had run “A Different World” and “Hangin’ with Mr. Cooper” 
and became the first African-American female to create a prime-time show 
in 1993 with “Living Single,” one of Fox’s most popular sitcoms. But no 
matter how much clout you have, chances are NBC has more, so I suspect 
the next 22 episodes of “For Your Love” will let it hang out even more than 
the first eight that aired on the other network. The couples are newly- 
married Mel (James Lesure) and Malena (Holly Robinson Peete), heavily 
married Sheri (Dedee Pfeiffer) and Dean (D.W. Moffett) and almost-married 
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Reggie (Edafe Blackmon) and Bobbi (Tamala Jones). 
Veronica’s Closet 


Sitcom. NBC, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 2d. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 3d. 
Viewers 18-54: 3d. 


You may know this show better as the one you watch on mute while 
waiting for “ER.” Yes, that one. Anyway, if you care, Ron Silver, last seen 
as the evil corporate type on “Chicago Hope,” is joining Kirstie Alley, Kathy 
Najimy and the others as a business partner and potential love interest for 
Kirstie. Can we move on now? 


ER 


NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 5th. Studio: Warner Bros. Total viewers: 2d. Adults 
18-54: 2d. 


On my count—one, two, three—let’s all switch to “ER.” 


The film critic Stanley Kauffmann said it long ago: Some future culture 
someday will look back at our obsession with technical realism and be 
amazed. “ER” falls into a category of programs that strive so mightily to 
achieve visual realism, they might fool us into thinking we are seeing 
reality. Where it actually succeeds, however, is in dramatizing for us, 
through real-time simulation, both the functionality and dysfunctionality 
of our medical system. It captures our fears and our hopes, but mostly our 
fears: of being assigned to an egomaniac, of arriving in the ER at the exact 
moment an ambulance rolls in from a gang bang, of catching the head 
nurse on a bad day, of being turned into someone's research project, of just 
about any instance of the doctor taking objectivity toward a patient one 
step too far into objectification. 


“ER” doesn’t do itself any favors in the Emmy posturing with its pacing. 
The clichéd way to end an “ER” scene is with two people staring at each 
other, at least one of them with mouth slightly agape, about to say some- 
thing. Cut! So the Emmy voters continue to reward overwrought perfor- 
mances like Christine Lahti’s “Chicago Hope” Type A and punish Laura 
Innes’ Type A, which is arguably more credible even if you have to catch 
its nuances by slowing down the videotape. Other cast members include 
the dashing introvert Dr. Benton (Eriq LaSalle), the even more dashing 
Doug Ross (George Clooney, who’s leaving the show), nurse Hathaway 
(Julianna Marguiles), nebbishy young Dr. Carter (Noah Wyle), and seem- 
ingly dozens more. Kellie Martin, you loved her as “Christy,” joins “ER” in 
the role of a third-year medical student named Lucy. “ER” begins airing in 
repeats weeknights on TNT on Sept. 7 and weekends in syndication. 


48 Hours 
Newsmagazine. CBS; 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 24. Season: 11th. Total vwrs: 69th. 18-54s: 92d. 


Dan Rather. Been doing it forever. A survivor in his time period. “48 
Hours” great ratings this summer. Dan’s host of the new “60 Minutes” 
spinoff. That's all I’ve got room for, and that’s all you need to know. 
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Friday 


Top shows, all viewers: 20/20 Friday, Dateline Friday, Sabrina the Teenage Witch. Among 
viewers 18-54: 20/20 Friday, Dateline Friday, Homicide: Life on the Street. 


A year ago at this time, CBS was 
ready to take on ABC in the 
battle for teenage viewers on 
Fridays. It stole away two of 
ABC's venerable (if scandalously 
unfunny) franchises, “Step by 
Step” and “Family Matters,” in 
the off-season and added two 
new shows: “Meego” and “The 
Gregory Hines Show.” Well, we all 
know what happened next: 
“Meego” tanked immediately, 
and not even a move to Monday 
nights could save Hines. More 
embarrassing, former hits “Fam- Barbara Walters, with famous interviewee 
‘ ; a Christopher Reeve, begins her 21st year on 
ily Matters” and “Step by Step “20/20” (Photo credit: Steve Fenn/ABC News) 
also had to be yanked. (Welcome 

home, Urkel—now scram!) Resorting to Plan B, CBS gave 

makeovers to three old shows makeovers and put them on. “Kids 
Say the Darndest Things,” “Candid Camera” and “Unsolved Mys- 
teries” soon found an audience—just not the pimple-cream 
audience the network had once hoped for. 


Legacy 


Historical drama. UPN, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 9. Studio: Atlantis. New ‘ 
Provided viewers find it tucked away on the sixth-rated network onthe 73 00 


sixth-rated night, “Legacy” looks to be the future “Dr. Quinn, Medicine aan 
Woman.” It’s a period piece from “Dr. Quinn” producer Chris Abbott, one of 
the few women in the business allowed to run the show herself (Martha 


Williamson is another), for Canada’s Atlantis Films. 


The Logan family has occupied their lush Kentucky plantation for a cen- 
tury; now, in this post-Civil War setting, patriarch Ned Logan (Brett Cullen, 
last seen on “From the Earth to the Moon”), a widower, has turned his 
mansion into a home for orphaned children. The Logan home includes two 
brothers, Sean (Grayson McCouch) and Clay (Jeremy Garrett, “Sweet Valley 
High”), whom I had trouble telling apart, and their new “brother,” a 17- 
year-old troublemaker named Jeremy (Ron Melendez). Sisters Alice (Lea 
Moreno) and Lexy (Sarah Rayne) round out the family. Vivian (Lisa 
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Sheridan) is Sean’s blue-blood fiancée. “Legacy” is a beautifully filmed 
show with a nice Celtic soundtrack, a surprisingly solid entry for a network 
supposedly in as much trouble as UPN. 


Two of a Kind 


Sitcom. ABC, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 25. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


Meanwhile over at ABC, which also saw its two new Friday sitcoms die on 
the vine (“Teen Angel,” “You Wish”), America’s darling duo, Ashley and 
Mary-Kate Olsen, now get to share a stage after eight years of sharing the 
part of Michelle on the old ABC hit “Full House.” This one has “kiddie 
sensation” written all over it, so it almost doesn’t need describing. Mary- 
Kate (she’s the tomboy, so look for her in a baseball cap) and Ashley are 
being raised by their father (Christopher Sieber), who teaches at a nearby 
college. As on the ironically-named “Full House,” there is no mom in the 
picture, just Carrie the babysitter (Sally Wheeler), who also happens to be 
a student in one of Dad's classes. Wink wink. 


Kids Say the Darndest Things © 

Interview/comedy. CBS, 7:00. Season: 2d. Premiere: Sept. 25. Studio: LMNO/CBS. Total 
viewers: 46th. Viewers 18-54: 87th. 

Bill Cosby has apparently found the revival role for which he was cut out. 
(You may recall that viewers did not exactly cotton to his Groucho Marx in 
a 1992 version of “You Bet Your Life.”) In reality there is little difference 
between this program and your average grown-up talk show; the topics are 
chosen well in advance and the guests are carefully prepped for maximum 
performance. For old timers’ sake, Art Linkletter appears routinely with 
Cosby, along with 30-year-old videotape from when he was the host of 
“House Party” (where the original “Kids Say” segments aired). 


Living in Captivity 6 

Sitcom. Fox, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 11. Studio: Twentieth. New 

Diane English is attempting to get back into form after her string of CBS 
comedy hits in the early 90s (notably “Murphy Brown”) ran out. Keep 
trying, Diane. This unpleasant sitcom takes place in an upscale suburban 
community with spanking-new homes and age-old prejudices. The lead 
male is an uncouth muffler mogul named Carmine Santucci (Lenny Venito). 
Fox is promoting Carmine as “a cross between Archie Bunker and Al 
Bundy,” but his racist blatherings are too harsh for Archie and he makes 
too much money to be compared with Al. In fact, aside from the black 
radio personality Curtis (Dondré Whitfield), unlikable people abound here. 
Will (Matthew Letscher), a white liberal out of the early 1980s; his ladder- 
climbing attorney wife Becca (Melinda McGraw); the subdivision’s rent-a- 
cop, whose dossiers on his neighbors would make the Cuban secret police 
proud; Carmine’s pathetic trophy wife Lisa (Mia Cottet); and so on. Charac- 
ters like Curtis’ wife Tamara (Kira Arné), who is very easy on the eyes, 
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Q: So what’s with the V-chip? 


A: An inexpensive content-blocking device that will soon be installed in all new TVs, 
the V-chip is a consumer good with nearly unlimited potential. Compared with digital 
television, which faces a technologically daunting future and is likely to cost the TV 
industry billions, the V-chip is a piece of cake. Don’t believe the anti’s, either: the V- 
chip is First Amendment- and consumer-friendly. 

Initially, the V-chip will observe the voluntary age-based TV ratings agreed to by 
the six networks, as well as the content ratings agreed to by five of the six (the 
exception: NBC). So parents will be able to block, say, all TV-14 shows while they're 
away unless someone keys in the password. They'll also be able to choose by content 
rating, for instance, blocking any TV-14-V (for violence) shows while permitting those 
rated TV-14-D (for adult descriptions). 

There is a V-chip set-top box ready for market right now that will retail for under 
$50 and will support whatever standard the industry comes up with. With the flexibil- 
ity that a stand-alone box offers, the complexity of the V-chip can expand rapidly and 

_ cheaply, because it becomes a function of software, not hardware: 
At that point, things get real interesting. Microsoft—remember them?—is investing 
heavily in set-top-box technology and a software interface, Windows CE, flexible 
~ enough to work with whatever TV-computer combo the hardware folks come up with. 
_ With Windows CE, it’s possible to imagine a Web browser and cable box in one. Now 
imagine anyone can devise a TV ratings system, create a Web site and offer to filter 
_ parents’ cable TV for a low monthly fee, maybe with some value-added content thrown 
in (the Dr. Dobson channel, perhaps). I’m not a financial analyst so I don’t know if the 
business model would support this. But I do know that the latest version of Microsoft 
Internet Explorer has the most complete parental controls I’ve seen. And I know that 
_ Microsoft's approach for each product it sells is to build the most feature-rich program 
or gadget it can build, using customer suggestions. 
Microsoft would surely get a huge buy-in from the cable industry, which has 
__ supported content ratings from day one. (HBO and Showtime use a supplemental 
_ ratings system with even more content descriptions: brief nudity, frequent nudity, mild 
_ violence, extreme violence, etc.) Remember, cable is a niche business. If a cable 
network realizes it can lock in an affluent niche audience by making itself V-chip 
friendly, then self-regulation becomes a selling point. 
___ How do broadcasters fight this? In the short run, they could take evasive measures; 
NBC, for instance, is rating a lot of shows TV-PG that probably should be TV-14. But 
resistance is futile, especially as broadcasters continue to adopt the niche mindset of 
_ their cable friends. The head of the WB, Jamie Kellner, already is talking about 
reaching “target audiences” with his programs. And you can bet Bud Paxson, whose 
_ 88 TV stations started carrying family-friendly shows Aug. 31, welcomes the V-chip 
' Since it will only harm his competitors. 
- The V-chip, then, is only one step in the slow fragmentation of the TV audience— 
_ and with it the death of the old broadcast notion of reaching a huge slice of America 
_with a single TV show. 


can't dispel this sitcom’s joylessness. There’s always the chance they'll 
reshoot the pilot between press time and air time. 


Dateline Friday 


Newsmagazine. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 16. Season: 5th. Producer: NBC News. Total 
viewers: 34th. Adults 18-54: 53d. 


This night of “Dateline” was my favorite last season. It was often used as a 
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Q: What is it about TV shows and single-parent families? 


A: It's a true TV cliché. Even “Millennium” this season is switching tothe single- 
provider model, and that’s hardly a family show. The theory I most commonly hear is 
that with two parents, things are too idyllic. One drama producer told me that an 
intact family makes the show “non-dramatic.” Okay, but I’m not sure “Full House” 
would’ve been any less “dramatic” had a mom been on the scene. I think the reason 
second parents are left out of sitcoms is because parents are comforters and the whole 
goal of a sitcom is affliction, not comfort. Even a fully-intact family like the Huxtables 
required someone to suffer every week, usually Dad. 


showcase for high-quality documentaries, many of which took up the 
entire hour. In one, the last days of a death-row inmate in Texas were 
chronicled, along with the agony of his mother and the chilling coldness of 
the victims’ survivors who attended his execution. In another report that 
won a DuPont Award for journalistic excellence, Tom Brokaw visited a 
suburb of Chicago suffering from white flight and coolly demolished every 
excuse given to him by those who were leaving. An NBC crew filming at a 
New Jersey soup kitchen were approached by a homeless man brandishing 
a veterans’ ID tag; that encounter led to a remarkable documentary on the 
army company in which the man served 30 years earlier. Here’s hoping for 
more of these stories to be told this season. 


Boy Meets World © 

Teen sitcom. ABC, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 25. Season: 6th. Studio: Michael Jacobs/Touchstone. 
Total viewers: 56th. Adults 18-54: 80th. Teenagers: 6th. 

This series may be well on its way to becoming the “Ozzie and Harriet” of 
the ‘90s. Don’t laugh: “Ozzie and Harriet” wasn’t about Mr. and Mrs. 
Nelson—it was about their two boys, just like “Boy Meets World.” By the 
middle of this season, Ben Savage will have been doing this show longer 
than his brother Fred did “The Wonder Years.” As Cory Matthews, he has 
gone from middle school to high school and now college, right before our 
eyes, accompanied by his parents Alan (William Russ) and Amy (Betsy 
Randle), brother Eric (Will Friedle), best friend Shawn (Rider Strong) and 
Cory’s incredibly steady steady, Topanga (Danielle Fisher). Oh, so you say 
you've never watched “Boy Meets World”? Guess what, Pepe—“The Adven- 
tures of Ozzie and Harriet” never was a’Top 25 show, either. 


Candid Camera 9 

Reality/comedy. CBS, 7:30. Premiere: Sept. 25. Season: 2d. Studio: Candid Camera/CBS. Total 
viewers: 49th. Viewers 18-54: 87th. 

CBS's nostalgia tour continues after “Kids Say,” but believe it or not, this 
revival really works. Peter Funt, son of Allen Funt, the man who created 
“Candid Microphone” in 1948 and then milked the concept into a career on 
three different networks, is co-host along with Suzanne Somers, still 
vivacious at the CBS-median-viewer age of 51. 
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Haven't you always suspected that about half of those “America’s Funniest 
Home Videos” are staged? You never get that impression from “Candid 
Camera,” in part because all of the staging is up front and everyone watch- 
ing knows it. Everyone, that is, except for the poor schlub who just walked 
into the store and was asked to take a number and wait until it was 
called—even though the store was empty. Or the customer at the portrait 
studio who was just presented (by Funt, posing as the store manager) with 
a picture that has a stranger’s face digitally added to it. If Funt’s involved, 
you know he’s also going to push these poor dupes right up to the point 
where you swear they're going to go postal on him—and then pull back. 
It's a skill he seems to have perfected. Allen Funt (who according to his 
son is in very poor health) ought to be proud. 


Getting Personal 9 


Sitcom. Fox, 7:30. Season: 2d. Premiere: Sept. 11. Studio: Twentieth. Total viewers: 113th. 
Viewers 18-49: 88th. African-Americans 25-54: 7th. 


This African-American-oriented sitcom is more integrated than other shows 
aimed at black viewers, which is probably why it’s paired with the other- 
wise incongruous “Living in Captivity.” Vivica A. Fox, Jon Cryer and Duane 
Martin, who produce as well as star in this office comedy, have pretty good 
energy. And it’s nice to see Elliott Gould back on the air (he owns the 
Chicago ad agency where the others work), even if it’s a little confusing 
having him here as well as playing David Schwimmer’s dad on “Friends.” 
But this show seems lost on Fridays; perhaps “Costello” will crash and burn 
and tear open a hole on Tuesdays. 


AVGIds 


e e 
Trinity 
Drama. NBC, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 16. Studio: Warner Bros. New 


NBC wisely decided at the last minute to swap time slots for “Dateline” 8: 


and “Trinity,” the new drama series about an Irish-American family from 
“ER” executive producer John Wells. The show may not do any better at 8 
p.m. than it would've at 7, but the sad fact is that NBC’s “Dateline” addic- 
tion has probably cost “Trinity” any chance of a 9 p.m. placement, with 
the Monday and Tuesday “Datelines” doing phenomenally well and the 
other five nights all accounted for. If it lasts the year, there’s a chance, I 
suppose, that “Trinity” could inherit the “Homicide” time slot. 


“Trinity” chronicles the story of the McCallisters, mister and missus and 
their five children, who assemble for Sunday dinner every week at their 
parents’ house in the tough Manhattan neighborhood of Hell's Kitchen. 
(Sunday dinner was also an organizing device in the 1975 NBC sitcom “The 
Montefuscos,” but you knew that.) The parents seem stable enough, but 
this is a show about the kids. Kevin (Tate Donovan) is a priest who breaks 
the mold (don’t they all). Bobby (Justin Louis) is a detective recently 
reassigned to his old neighborhood, where he’s paired with Alicia Coppola. 
Liam (Sam Trammell) is a union organizer—and since we don’t want any 
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letters from the right-to-work people, the show's writers have decided Liam 
will have mob ties. Fiona (Charlotte Ross) is wealthy on the outside, im- 
poverished on the inside, mired in a longtime affair with her boss. Amanda 
(Bonnie Root) is a gorgeous drunk. 


With that kind of premise, “Trinity” will sink or swim largely on the per- 
formance of its cast. You sensed that “ER” was going to work from week 
one; Anthony Edwards and the others then took the show to a higher 
level. But “Trinity” is more like “Party of Five”: it will require devotion 
from its viewers, more so than your average network show. I question 
whether it will get that kind of commitment from viewers on Fridays. 


Millennium © 


Drama/horror. Fox, 8:00. Premiere: Oct. 2. Season: 3d. Studio: Twentieth. 


Total viewers: 100th. Viewers 18-54: 67th. 
Click Nobody's quite sure which direction this show is heading 


except ... east. Glen Morgan and James Wong, the writing team responsible 
for many celebrated “X-Files” episodes, ran “Millennium” last season as a 
favor to the show’s creator, “X-Files” auteur Chris Carter, so that Carter 
could concentrate on the “X-Files” movie. Morgan and Wong shifted the 
show's storylines away from chasing serial killers; we got to meet members 
of the Millennium Group and there were some morbidly funny episodes as 
well (in one, four devils meet at a coffee shop disguised as grumpy old 
men and bemoan the low quality of this generation of evildoers). 


Replacing Morgan and Wong as show runners are Michael Duggan and Chip 
Johannessen. Some of you may recall Chip from his three years at “Beverly 
Hills 90210.” In fact, I found one amusing Web page from a fan named 
Talitha who showed how several Johannessen storylines for “90210” had 
reappeared more or less intact as “Millennium” episodes. This is why the 
business people in TV refer to what the creative people do as “product.” 


Carter has promised that “Millennium” will be more “hopeful” this season. 
It should be a sunnier show, at least: the locale is moving from rainy 
Seattle to Washington, D.C. (although it is still shot in Vancouver). There 
Frank Black (Lance Henriksen) will rejoin the FBI and be paired with an 
agent played by Klea Scott, seen last year, by a few of you at least, on 
“Brooklyn South.” In the season-ending episode, Frank’s wife Catherine 
(Megan Gallagher) and much of the Earth's population appeared to be 
killed off by a virulent plague against which only the the Millennium 
Group were inoculated. That episode was so bleak, some viewers thought 
Carter was killing off the series. What really happened, however, isn’t clear 
and will need to be resolved this fall. 


“Millennium” remains a favorite of mine because it’s one of the few shows 
since the golden age of TV with a serious dark side. Back in the days of 
Hitchcock, Serling and even George Gobel, television took an unusually 
bleak view of human events. “Millennium,” one part horror show, one part 
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Obscure New TV Trends 


¢ Irish families: “Trinity,” “Legacy,” “To Have And To Hold,” “Costello” and the 
midseason CBS show “Turks” (which is about an Irish clan, not Turkish). 

e TV characters who go to college and fall into potential love triangles: Felicity in 
“Felicity” and Julia in “Party of Five” 

¢ Two F&I agents, one male one female, both single but more interested in chasing 
mysterious forces than their partners, in a series produced by Chris Carter: “The X- 
Files” and the reconstituted “Millennium.” 

¢ Cute kids in blockbuster movies who are steered into Friday-night sitcoms: Jonathan 
Lipnicki (“Jerry Maguire”) in “Meego” last year and Justin Cooper (“Liar Liar”) in 
“Brother's Keeper” this year. 

e Rip Van Winkle detectives: Buddy Faro in “Buddy Faro” (vanished 1978) and Zeke 
Stone in “Brimstone” (died 1982) both return to work after long absences. (Shared 
sentiment: Things sure have changed!) Also, CBS is planning a movie-of-the-week, 
“Forever Love,” in which Reba McIntire slips into a 20-year coma and re-emerges to 
discover her world has changed radically. Well, duh! 


morality play, does that today. This is a show not about Frank Black using 
his extra-sensory powers to solve crimes but to look naively into the heart 
of darkness. “Millennium” is fond of invoking biblical prophecy, and Frank 
himself could pass for a biblical prophet with that craggy mug and beaten- 
down baritone. None of the episodes seems destined for classic status, but 
at least “Millennium” is making an effort to depict the horror of evil at a 
time when murder has replaced the car chase as Hollywood's favorite 
commodity. 


Buddy Faro 


Action comedy. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 25. Studio: Spelling. New 


Speaking of commodified car chases, “Buddy Faro” is the name of a private 
investigator (played by Dennis Farina) who is resurrected after taking a 
20-year siesta from his trade. Buddy, the sharpest dick in L.A., vanished 
from sight in 1978; he’s finally uncovered by Bob Jones (Frank Whaley), a 
drab little P.I. who decides to track down Buddy and finds him hiding out 
in a small Mexican town. As they head for the border, they’re chased by a 
couple of Abe Vigoda types brandishing firearms. But they make it back to 
California and set up private practice together, joined by a redhead named 
Julie (Allison Smith). If you want to know more, you'll just have to watch 
the show. 


e@ 
Sabrina the Teenage Witch 
Teen sitcom. ABC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 25. Season: 3d. Studio: Viacom. Total viewers: 41st. 
Viewers 18-54: 71st. Teenagers: 4th. 


Double-runs of “Sabrina the Teenage Witch” saved ABC’s bacon after “Teen 
Angel” and “You Wish” flunked early last season. It’s a sweet little program 
with good performances from an above-average ensemble. Of course, the 
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teenagers are all ga-ga over Melissa Joan Hart; many of them remember her 
as Clarissa from the Nickelodeon series. But I prefer Sabrina’s flaky aunties, 
Zelda (Beth Broderick) and especially Hilda (Caroline Rhea). Hilda's got a 
thing for Mr. Kraft (Martin Mull), the fuddy-duddy vice principal at 
Sabrina’s school who believes in “fun with discipline.” Other regulars 
include Nate Richert as Harvey and the witches’ talking black cat (voiced 
by comedian Nick Bakay). 


Love Boat:The Next Wave 


Romantic comedy. UPN, 8:00. Season: 2d. Premiere: Oct. 9. Studio: Spelling. Total viewers: 
136th. Viewers 18-54: 133d. 


This is the first series starring Robert Urich to be renewed in a long time. 
(Remember “It Had To Be You”? “American Dreamer”? “Vital Signs”?) I sat 
through the second episode with Gavin MacLeod, aka Captain Stubing on 
the original “Love Boat” series, in town at the time doing dinner theatre. 
He professed to love the remake, but noticed some changes. The classic 
“Love Boat” formula, according to MacLeod, called for three storylines per 
episode (“one sophisticated, one broad, one poignant”). The new “Love 
Boat” moves much faster, encompassing as many as five storylines. The 
cast is larger, too: besides the traditional chief purser (Phil Morris, Johnnie 
Chiles from “Seinfeld”), doctor (Corey Parker), bartender (Randy Vasquez) 
and social director (Joan Severance), the captain’s teenage son Danny 
(Kyle Howard) is aboard. Over the summer, the ship’s “chief of security” (a 
position unfamiliar to Capt. Stubing) was dropped and a second cruise 
director added (former Playmate Heidi Mark). I still prefer the Jack Jones 
“Love Boat” theme to the new one, which sounds like it came from the 
Jamaica Tourist Board. 


Brother’s Keeper 


Sitcom. ABC, 8:30. Premiere: Sept. 25. Studio: Studios USA. New 


William Ragsdale—you remember him and his head from “Herman’s 
Head”—stars here in yet another brainiac role. This time he plays Porter, 
an English professor who becomes party to an NFL deal when his younger 
brother Bobby (Sean O'Bryan) is signed by the local pro team. Since Bobby 
is trouble with a capital T, and that rhymes with B, the team has made it a 
condition that he live with a “responsible party” while under contract. 
That would be Porter. Other regulars include Bobby's agent (Bess Meyer) 
and Justin Cooper, Jim Carrey’s son in “Liar Liar.” 


Homicide: Life on the Street © 


Police drama. NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 25. Season: 6th. Studio: NBC Studios. Total viewers: 
73d. Viewers 18-54: 57th. 


For five seasons this gritty drama series about the City of Baltimore's 
Homicide Department Office seemed to revolve around the life of Frank 


BARNHART'S UNAUTHORIZED TV ‘98 


Pembleton, a moody, moralistic detective 


played by Andre Braugher. Now that “Kena swept into the village 


like a fresh, clean wind, and the 


Braugher is leaving the show, the center world suddenly opened up for me 
seems to be shifting to the head man, Lt. ... Thad never realized just how 
Giardello (Yaphet Kotto). Giancarlo Esposito close I'd grow to Xena. For she 

will be joining the cast as Giardello’s son has become my sister not of the 


body, but of the heart.” 


Mike, an FBI agent. So will the alluring + Gabrielies*once’ again 
Michael Michele (“New Jack City,” “New redefining female companionship, 
York Undercover”), who plays—brace your- in Xena: All I Need to Know I 
self—a former beauty queen turned homi- Leamed from the Warrior Princess 


cide detective. (Pocket Books, 1998) 


Unlike other dramas, where a lead character 

develops a personal problem that is resolved 

by the time the closing credits roll, “Homicide’s” complex character devel- 
opment means that viewers will have to watch episode after episode to get 
a feel for the personalities in the office. That's a risky strategy—“Homi- 
cide” has spent years building its audience and probably owes its survival 
to the fact that NBC owns the show—but risks have rewards, as legions of 
“Homicide” fans will attest. 


The show's producers, Barry Levinson and Tom Fontana, rely on unortho- 
dox storytelling devices, such as music videos, to extract every drop of 
emotion from a homicide investigation. The murders themselves are kept 
off-camera for an obvious reason: we're desensitized to on-screen violence. 


The detectives in “Homicide” are portrayed as fallen creatures. They all 
have Achilles heels and the show’s wniters aren't afraid to exploit them in 
story arcs that can go on for weeks. Thus, Pembleton was felled by a stroke 
three seasons back and then recuperated on the show, eventually getting 
back on the beat after several determined attempts. Kellerman (played by 
Reed Diamond, who is also leaving the show) spent most of last season 
entangled in an internal-affairs audit over an arson case he handled. 
Bayliss (Kyle Secor) was going through a painful exploration of his own 
sexuality in a storyline that, according to Fontana, NBC despises. 


Remember WENN 


Historical sitcom. American Movie Classics, 9:00. Season runs June-Sept.; episodes repeated 
year-round. 


This unusual, clean-as-a-whistle, critically-well-liked comedy takes place at 
a Pittsburgh radio station in the late 1930s, just as world tensions are 
reaching the boiling point. “Remember WENN” faithfully recreates the 
mood of that time, and it is fun to see how they used to do broadcasting 
back then. If you're expecting a more jaded and earthy exposé of old-time 
radio in the spirit of Garrison Keillor’s bawdy novel “WLT: A Radio Ro- 
mance,” you'll be disappointed. Really, what we see is another office 
comedy cleverly disguised as a period piece. And frankly, it’s more interest- 
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ing watching the gang hold an on-air marathon to raise money for a new 
transmitter than most Nineties sitcom foibles. 


“Remember WENN” stars a cavalcade of actors mostly seen elsewhere be- 
sides TV. Melinda Mullins as Hilary Booth, Hugh O'Gorman as Jeff Singer, 
Amanda Naughton as Betty Roberts, Christopher Murney as Mackie Bloom 
and Kevin O'Rourke as Scott Sherwood, John Bedford Lloyd as Victor 
Comstock, Tom Beckett as Mr. Foley, Margaret Hall as Gertie, George Hall as 
Mr. Eldridge, Mary Stout as Eugenia Bremer and Carolee Carmello as Maple 
LaMarsh. Among those making guest shots this season are three of TV's 
more colorful faces: John Ratzenberger of “Cheers,” John Henson of “Talk 
Soup” and Greg Germann of “Ally McBeal.” The show’s head wniter is 
Rupert Holmes, Mr. “Pina Colada Song” himself. 


Nash Bridges 


3 Action drama. CBS, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 25. Season: 4th. Studio: Rysher. Total viewers: 
54th. Viewers 18-54: 57th. 


This show has its appeal, I’m sure, but I don’t get it. Don Johnson steals 
around San Francisco in a big-block convertible. Cheech Marin is usually in 
the passenger's seat. The violence level approaches the obscene and the 
dialogue rarely rises above the intelligible. Side stories involving Johnson's 
ex-wife and daughter and Cheech’s family are like parodies of relation- 
ships. The show is one of CBS's few hits with young audiences. Just goes to 
show there’s something for everybody on the vast broadcast spectrum. 


20/20 Friday 


Newsmagazine. ABC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 18. Producer: ABC News. Total viewers: 19th. 
Viewers 18-54: 39th. 


Barbara Walters and Hugh Downs have been at this for more than two 
decades now, so I guess we could call it “20/20/20.” Over the years the 
show has been a training ground for correspondents who would go onto 
later fame: Geraldo Rivera of course, but also NBC's Stone Phillips and Fox’s 
Catherine Crier as well as ABC heavies Dave Marash, John Stossel and Lynn 
Sherr. Fun fact about “20/20”: The two co-anchors initially assigned to 
create the show were fired after the very first broadcast, which was panned 
for being shallow and gimmicky. Nowadays, “20/20” does stories about 
airlines that charge different fares for similar seats on the same flight— 
you don’t say!—while one of those two original co-producers, Robert 
Hughes, is the art critic for Time and probably writes the densest, most 
esoteric prose that magazine has seen since Whittaker Chambers. 
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Saturday 


Top shows, all viewers: Walker Texas Ranger, Magnificent Seven, Early Edition. Among viewers 


ages 18-54: Pretender, Profiler, Walker. 


Here’s one night when viewers 
should have no trouble separat- 
ing fantasy from reality. You 
have “America’s Funniest Home 
Videos,” “Cops” and “America’s 
Most Wanted,” three shows that 
have served as the archetypes 
for reality programming in the 
‘90s and still have some life left 
in them. Then you have an 
almost uninterrupted stream of 
plot clichés and continuity 
lapses, with superheroic leads— 
like newcomer Sammo Hung 
(above)—for whom cult of 
personality is an occupational 
hazard.Saturdays are also a 


Hong Kong film star Sammo Hung shows off 
his secret weapon in the hilarious new 
“Martial Law.” (photo credit: CBS/Tony 

Esparza) 


prime example of how the networks have begun cutting out the 
big studios on a night when viewing levels (and thus revenues) 
are lower. Of the 11 Saturday programs in prime time, 8 are 
owned in part or in full by the network that carries them. 


Early Edition © 


Drama. CBS, 7:00. Premiere: Sept. 26. Season: 3d. Studio: Columbia TriStar/CBS. Total 


viewers: 47th. Adults 18-54: 77th. 


This show is put in the unenviable position of replacing “Dr. Quinn, 
Medicine Woman” at 7. CBS reaped a lot of angry viewer mail after 


cancelling “Dr. Quinn,” but you can hardly blame the network. The show's 
audience had shrunk five years in a row, though it was a respectable 55th 
in total viewers and had won its time period last season. Among viewers 
ages 18 to 54, however, “Dr. Quinn” finished in a tie for 102nd; that’s what 


Killed it. 


So now it’s up to the hunky Kyle Chandler to bring more folks onto the CBS 
reservation. You probably know the premise: Gary (Chandler) is visited 
every morning by a cat bearing the morning edition of tomorrow's Chicago 
Sun-Times. Gary turns to the grim news in each edition and, with hours or 
minutes in which to avert it, hits the streets. A bank robbery is averted, a 


B.U.T.V. ‘98 


80 


helpless passerby dodges a falling piano, and so forth. Chandler brings so 
little personality to the screen that you figure someone at CBS thought 
this a masterstroke of casting. He's an extraordinary diffident superhero, 
kind of like Buffy the vampire slayer except that we know Buffy’s going 
through teen rebellion—what'’s this gquy’s excuse? The snappy dialogue on 
“Early Edition,” such as it is, usually is spoken by Gary’s insufferable pal 
Chuck (Fisher Stevens). Marissa (Shanesia Davis Williams) is Gary's confi- 
dant and the show’s sightless, soft-spoken Tiresias. 


Wind on Water © 


Drama. NBC, 7:00. Premiere: Oct. 17. Studio: NBC Studios. New 


The inclusion of this show on NBC's Saturday schedule means that the 
network decided there were no good suspense programs ready to add to its 
erstwhile “Thrillogy.” Although “The Pretender” and “Profiler” have be- 
come hits, NBC has had a hard time getting a third show to stick. The UFO- 
mongering “Dark Skies” petered out two years ago and “Sleepwalkers” was 
pulled last season after just two outings. Still, I find it hard to believe that 
nothing in development bested “Wind on Water,” a hugely silly series that 
mixes melodrama, scenic beaches and extreme sports. Add some pretty 
horrid character development and Bo Derek, who still hasn't a clue how to 
take command of a scene, and “Wind on Water” would appear destined for 
instant oblivion.(As always I caution you: I have only seen a pilot made in 
early summer.) 


America’s Funniest Home Videos 

Reality/comedy. ABC, 7:00. Season: 2d in reconstituted form. Premiere: TBA. Studio: Vin di 
Bona. Total viewers: 66th. Adults 18-54: 60th. 

The networks all seem to have little “schedule savers” this fall—one pro- 
gram that has existed in one form or another on that network for several 
years, may have gone into dormancy but has been returned to the lineup 
to plug some rather gaping hole in the sked. On ABC it’s “America’s Funni- 
est Home Videos,” a surprise Top 10 hit when it arrived in the middle of 
the 1990 season. Hosted at the time by “Full House” star Bob Saget, the 
show eventually faded and then vanished a couple of years back. It re- 
turned last season, again in midseason,‘with new hosts Jon Fugelsang and 
Daisy Fuentes. 


Cops 8 


Reality/police. Fox, 7:00, 7:30. Season: 10th. Premiere: Sept. 12. Studio: Barbour-Langley/ 
Twentieth. Total viewers: 97th (7:00), 87th (7:30). Adults 18-54: 80th (7:00), 64th (7:30). 


“Cops” has even longer legs than “America’s Funniest,” perhaps because it 
doesn’t require hosts, joke writers, a studio audience, or much of anything 
for that matter. Just crime and cops willing to help record it on tape. The 
show remains a hit in off-network syndication as well, where it’s great 
late-night fare for stations that can't afford the top sitcoms. If you're a 
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regular viewer of “Cops” you've been noticing a lot of episodes with the 
Kansas City, Mo., and Kansas City, Kan., police departments. They come to 
our town every three years or so, camp out at a Residence Inn for a month 
and go out nightly with the cars on their rounds. Typically it takes about 
one week of riding around to gather enough interesting video for one 
episode. One half-hour of “Cops” is typically a repeat. 


AVGYNLVS 


Martial Law © 
Martial-arts action comedy. CBS, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 26. Studio: Twentieth/CBS. New 


Pick To This could easily be the sleeper of the 1998-99 season and 8 
futtdiee] win over viewers who've gotten a wee bit tired of that 9: 


tangled “Pretender.” Designed as a companion show to the 
popular “Walker: Texas Ranger,” “Martial Law” presents an improbable 
action hero, Hong Kong movie star Sammo Hung. TV critics this summer 
were sent a pilot of the show that ran 25 minutes and contained four fight 
scenes, all of them hilarious. Hung makes inventive use of everything 
around him—a chalkboard eraser, a 5-gallon bucket, a rubber hose—to 
beat his opponents into submission. 


It’s martial-arts slapstick in the Jackie Chan tradition. Some Americans are 
familiar with it, but I predict a lot more will be eating it up when “Martial 
Law” takes to the air. And despite the fact that Sammo speaks very poor 
English, he still lights up every scene he’s in. He’s 5-7 or 5-8, 220 pounds, 
with some gray hair. He doesn’t look very spry. But that’s him doing 
backflips off the top of a minivan, among other stunts in the pilot episode. 
The American cast that surrounds Hung is a modern-day martial arts Mod 
Squad: Tammy Lauren (who even looks like Peggy Lipton) has a blackbelt 
in karate and Louis Mandylor and Tom Wright are boxers. The actress who 
plays Sammo’s arch rival Chen Pei Pei (Kelly Hu) is also trained in karate. 
Of course, if you watch enough martial-arts movies, you start to realize 
Chuck Norris is one of the genre’s more compelling actors. Stanley Tong, 
who directed Jackie Chan in several films including his breakthrough U.S. 
feature “Rumble in the Bronx,” pitched “Martial Law” to CBS; Carlton Cuse, 
who also created “Nash Bridges,”turned it into a show. 


The Pretender © 


Drama/sa-fi. NBC, 8:00. Season: 3d. Premiere: Oct. 17. Studio: Twentieth/NBC. Total viewers: 
61st. Adults 18-54: 47th. 


NBC moved “The Pretender” from 7 to 8 o'clock, allowing viewers to con- 
tinue moving from one “Quantum Leap” knockoff (i.e., “Early Edition”) to 
the next. “The Pretender,” however has a bit of a “Fugitive” element as 
well—an element that occasionally threatens to overtake the show. Jarod 
(Michael T. Weiss) was a boy prodigy abducted and raised by a nefarious 
state hospital-like institution called The Centre. Eventually he escaped, 
and has spent his adult life “pretending” his way in and out of various 
occupations: doctor, school teacher, scientist, etc. A hapless shrink named 
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Sydney (Patrick Bauchau) was involved in his rearing and now has regrets. 
Miss Parker (played by Andrea Parker) is the gorgeous agent with the 
husky voice assigned to hunt Jarod down; the twist is that she too is a 
former Centre prodigy. 


What keeps “The Pretender” from becoming hopelessly hokey is Weiss, a 
superb lead who knows how to conjure that little-boy fear central to the 
show’s narrative. The show's production values are also very good, and fans 
have come to expect a weekly dose of poetic justice to be dispensed to 
whatever baddie Jarod has encountered along the way. In the two-hour 
season finale, Sydney learned to his horror that the forces of evil were 
starting up the Centre again with a new breed of young Pretenders. Hoping 
to set things finally to right, he planted a bomb in the Centre's secret 
headquarters. As luck would have it, the thing detonated just as Jarod, 
Miss Parker, and the meninblack were having a showdown on the premises. 
The October season premiere will reveal who survived the blast. NBC is also: 
hinting that “The Pretender” will move away from the cat-and-mouse game 
and embroil Jarod more deeply in an “X-Files”-like conspiracy that should 
explain to us, one assumes, why the Centre was formed in the first place. 


Fantasy Island 


Drama/fantasy. ABC, 8:00. Premiere: Sept. 26. Studio: Columbia TriStar. New 


This remake of the show that aired on this night 20 years ago, back when 
Saturdays were still gravy for ABC, stars Malcolm McDowell as the eerie 
proprietor of the island, Mr. Roarke. When I heard of McDowell's casting, 
my first thought was that he'd be a better fit for “The Island of Dr. 
Moreau.” But this might work after all. As a symbolic act in the pilot 
episode, Roarke ditches his closet of white coats—the wardrobe that 
became a trademark for the original Roarke, Ricardo Montalban—and dons 
a black one instead. Perfect. McDowell is a stranger Roarke and has a bit of 
a cruel streak. 


Through the miracle of special effects, Roarke and his staff have a lot more 
ways to help visitors realize their deepest desires and, in so doing, remind 
us all to be careful what we wish for. In one especially fantastic storyline 
of the pilot I watched, an extreme-sports fanatic perished while competing 
in the ultimate adventure. Roarke materialized, gave this dodo the George 
Bailey treatment, then raised him from the dead. All of this may be too 
bizarre even by Saturday-night standards. The show’s new producers, in 
fact, are promising fewer fantasies per episode and more focus on develop- 
ing the regulars on the show. Roarke’s staff includes the alluring Ariel 
(Madchen Amick), debonair Harry (Edward Hibbert, the food critic on 
“Frasier”) and buffoony Cal (Louis Lombardi). They all owe some kind of 
deep personal debt to Roarke that seems to preclude their leaving the 
island anytime soon. There’s also a sort of phantom tollbooth in the re- 
make, an ordinary-looking travel agency that is the link between Fantasy 
Island and the mainland. The agency is run by a twinkly old man (Fyvush 
Finkel) who is, in his own way, as much a mystery as Roarke. 
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America’s Most Wanted © 


Reality/crime. Fox, 8:00. Season: 11th. Premiere: Sept. 12. Studio: STF/Twentieth. Total 
viewers: 89th. Adults 18-54: 71st. 


This show is Fox's schedule saver, pulled off the scrap heap by the 
network's current entertainment chief Peter Roth after his predecessor had 
cancelled it—an action that resulted in pleas from hundreds of police 
departments to bring it back. The series made a star of a murder victim's 
survivor long before we had ever heard of Fred Goldman. John Walsh’s little 
boy was murdered in the 1970s; his crusade to pass missing-children’s 
legislation brought him to national attention and eventually he became 
the authentic voice of the bereaved seeking justice. 


Since the debut of “America’s Most Wanted,” the crime survivor has become 
a commodity like every other archetype on TV, a development it fell to 
Canadian satirist Ken Finkleman to skewer, baste and barbecue in this 
season's most memorable TV accomplishment, the four-part “More Tears” 
that aired this spring on the CBC. At the very least, someone in the States 
ought to air part two, which offered the ultimate perversion of crime 
victims for political and economic gain: a runway show in which models 
sported the latest in pro-death-penalty fashions. 


e 
Cupid C) 
Romantic comedy. ABC, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 26. Studio: Columbia TniStar. New 


ABC hasn’t had one stable program on this night since “The Practice” 7): 


moved to Mondays in January. And not since “The Commish” signed 

off in 1995 has any permanent Saturday show found a viewership. One 
industry analyst has told me he wouldn't be surprised if, after another 
dreadful season, ABC does something drastic with Saturdays—like give the 
night back to its affiliates or bring something over from cable. (The affili- 
ates would likely put on movies in order to sell the most commercials, and 
as for cable ABC has ownership stakes in several networks and owns the 
ESPNs outright.) 


One hopes it doesn’t come to that, for the sake of this bright new romantic 
comedy. Jeremy Piven of “Ellen” stars as the 3,000-year-old god of love 
who surfaces one day in a Chicago psych unit. The woman who evaluates 
him is a “relationship expert” named Claire (Paula Marshall, who played 
Michael J. Fox's fiancée last season on “Spin City”). She has no time for 
this so-called Cupid’s jibber-jabber about love at first sight and the power 
of eros. But she agrees to monitor his progress, in exchange for which 
Cupid, aka Trevor, is released. He finds a roommate, played by Jeffrey D. 
Sams (the personal trainer in that L.A.-based “Law & Order” 3-parter). 


Trevor-Cupid says he was banished from Mt. Olympus and, as a condition of 
his rehabilitation, was told to match 100 couples on earth without the use 
of his fabled quiver. Claire doesn’t believe it, and we don’t entirely believe 
it, either. But after Trevor matches two young lovers practically in front of 
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her, Claire’s got to admit the boy has a magic touch. There’s an absence of 
fairy dust and special effects in this show, so it appears we'll never quite 
know whether the real Cupid has landed or not. It also appears that will be 
part of the fun. 


Profiler © 


Drama/thriller. NBC, 9:00. Premiere: Oct. 17. Season: 3d. Studio: NBC Studios. Total viewers: 
83d. Adults 18-54: 57th. 


“Profiler” and “Millennium” both launched in the fall of 1996 and earned 
instant comparisons; both featured investigators with special powers that 
allowed them to visualize crimes. But while “Millennium” seems geared to 
horror-loving boys, “Profiler” is a psychological thriller that was the top 
show of the night among women ages 18-34 and 18-49. 


“Profiler’s” victimology is often female-centered, but unlike the average 
woman-in-danger flick, so is the criminology, led by star FBI profiler Dr. 
Sam Waters (Ally Walker). Sam’s boss is a man, the leather-faced Bailey 
(Robert Davi), but at the super-secret Atlanta intelligence facility where 
they work, many of the most strategic jobs are held by women, and strong 
women too, not those over-her-head, Angie Dickinson types I grew up 
watching. The scripts are also plainly written “in a different voice,” to 
borrow Carol Gilligan’s phrase. One episode this season, in which Sam 
pursues a serial rapist, devolved into an ideological quarrel over the nature 
of rape: Is it in the nature of all men or just some of them? “Bad men do 
what good men only dream,” a serial rapist already behind bars tells her. 


This dialectic is played out in what I find a rather disturbing storyline: for 
the past two seasons Sam has been pursued by a serial killer named Jack. 
Refracted through the prism of female consciousness—empowered female 
consciousness—Jack is like a reactionary threat, the threat that a century 
of progress can come crashing down if enough men say enough. “Profiler,” 
the most realistic-looking drama on Saturday nights, is actually a double 
fantasy for women viewers: a utopia in which they are running the show 
and a cathartic thriller about foot-binding and brute patriarchal privilege. 


Walker, Texas Ranger © 


Drama/action. CBS, 9:00. Premiere: Sept. 26. Season: 7th. Studio: Amadea/CBS. Total 
viewers: 22d. Adults 18-54: 60th. 


This show just keeps rolling along with its stylized fight scenes, endless 
hostage situations and “Bonanza’”-like affirmations of brotherhood. I've 
already gotten in my obligatory dig at Norris’ acting talent, though I did 
catch part of “An Eye for an Eye” the other night and I must say the man 
has come a long way since then. As Cord Walker, a lawman raised by Native 
Americans, he’s been trained to respect tradition, authority and, above all, 
a swift kick to the rib cage of whoever questions tradition or authority. 
Walker's right-hand man is Jimmy Trivette (Clarence Gilyard), a big man 
you don’t want to mess with—though as it turns out, a lot of folks try 
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anyway. His sometime flame Alex Cahill (Sheree J. Wilson) usually isn’t far 
away. C.D. Parker, a retired Ranger, operates the tavern that serves as the 
trio’s official hangout. 


A great many “Walker” storylines involve kidnappings and coercion, ideal 
conditions for an all-out martial arts battle at the climax of each episode. 
According to Nielsen, the show skews to an older audience, though it also 
attracts a high number of African-American viewers, possibly owing to the 
presence of Gilyard, who is black. 


Coming Up Next 


Midseason looks to be especially busy, busy, busy this season. 


Fox 

Not one but three new cartoons are in the works for midseason premieres on Fox. “Simpsons” 
creator Matt Groening is cooking up “Futurama,” which one early reviewer likened to doing 
the annual “Simpsons” Hallowe’en episode every week ... “The PJs” features the voice of 
Eddie Murphy as superintendent of a big-city housing project in a “foamation” production 
that apparently will make “Good Times” seem upscale ... And 24-year-old Seth McFarlane is 
creating “Family Guy,” apparently the edgiest of the three. 


The WB 

So which will be the first animated series to start the backlash against animated series? 
Which will be the one that has viewers shrieking, “Enough with the cartoons! Give us back 
our ‘Friends’ knockoffs!” My money is on “Baby Blues,” the midseason series in development 
over at the WB. Based on the nonamusing comic strip of the same name, the only thing I 
can possibly say in its favor is that Jeff Martin, former writer on “The Simpsons” and before 
that “Late Night with David Letterman” (where he occasionally appeared on camera as the 
depressed, chain-smoking Viewer Mail Clown), is executive producer ... Two more “Simpsons” 
writers are involved in another midseason cartoon, “The Downtowners” ... Also from the 
WB, a different kind of family sitcom: Instead of Hollywood celebrities pretending to be a 
family, “Movie Stars” features Hollywood celebrities playing Hollywood celebrities pretend- 
ing to be a family. Harry Hamlin and ex-”90210” Jennifer Grant play the loving power 
couple. One gimmick of this show is booking real-life celebrity siblings (Joey Travolta, Frank 
Stallone) on the show to mingle with Hamlin’s sitcom brother ... “You’re on With Kate” 
stars Park Overall as a Molly Ivins type on the radio ... “Zoe Bean” is a coming-of-age 
comedy based in New York ... “The Parent ‘Hood” wasn’t cancelled after all; just taking a 
breather until midseason. Not that you noticed ... And finally, “Rescue 77” is a drama 
series revolving around L.A. paramedics who “disperse an aggressive brand of critical care in 
their state-of-the-art mobile rescue unit before the patient even enters the E.R.” 


UPN 

An animated sitcom based on the Scott Adams comic strip “Dilbert” is scheduled for 
midseason. Daniel Stern (one of the baddies in “Home Alone”) stars as Dilbert; Chris Elliott 
is Dogbert and Kathy Griffin (“Suddenly Susan”) is Alice ... The Academy of Television Arts 
& Sciences will air its 15th annual Hall of Fame ceremony on UPN. 


CBS 


Ted Danson is going to try it again. The star of “Ink” plays a dedicated but unlikable doctor 
working in a tough neighborhood in “Becker” ... John Larroquette is also getting another 
tour of duty, this time with “Payne,” a remake of “Fawlty Towers” in which Larroquette and 
JoBeth Williams are proprietors of an old inn on the California coast. No word of whether a 
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“Japanese episode” is in the works ... “Turks” is a midseason drama about a close-knit Irish 
family that’s very different from the close-knit Irish family in the new NBC show “Trinity.” 
This one is based in Chicago, while “Trinity” is based in New York. See? 


ABC 

ABC has ordered a raft of miniseries, including adaptations of Tom Clancy's “Netforce,” 
Dean Koontz’s “Mr. Murder,” John Sanford’s “Mind Prey”—detecting a trend here?—and a 
Stephen King tale, “Storm of the Century.” ABC also will unveil “Cleopatra,” from the 
Hallmark Entertainment people that brought you “The Odyssey” and “Moby Dick.” And there 
will be two more miniseries produced by Oprah, one of them based on Mitch Albom’s 
“Tuesdays with Morrie,” which was a book based on “Conversations with Morrie,” which 
itself was inspired by a series of reports Ted Koppel did on “ABC News Nightline” ... Speaking 
of ABC News, expect a fourth hour of “20/20” to take to the air on Monday nights in 
January, when football season is over. Connie Chung and Charles Gibson are expected to be 
named the co-anchors, since they were passed over for “20/20 Sunday” in favor of a Barbara 
Walters-Diane Sawyer tandem. 


NBC 

“Exiled,” a made-for-TV movie that revives Chris Noth’s role as Mike Logan on “Law & 
Order,” airs this fall. Many of the current players on the hit NBC drama will join him, includ- 
ing Jerry Orbach, Ben Bratt, Epatha Merkerson and Sam Waterston ... Al Franken’s I-loved-it 
office comedy “Lateline” is scheduled for a midseason return. 


PBS 


There are some places in this book where I simply wasn't able to do all I 
wanted to with the subject matter, and public broadcasting is one of them. 
More next year, I promise. For now, though, can I urge you to read Jim 
Ledbetter’s excellent new history, Made Possible By ...? This book explains 
exactly how we got to our present mess in which public TV and radio 
stations serve a fraction of the people they should. Mainly, it’s always been 
a matter of money. A blue-chip panel concluded 20 years ago that public 
broadcasting was in serious trouble even then, because local stations did 
not have the resources to produce their own programs in large volume. 
(Local, not national, content was supposed to be the mainstay of public 
broadcasting.) To rectify the problem, the panel recommended that the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting be funded at around the $1 billion 
level by 1985. What would that be today—$3 billion? $4 billion? Astound- 
ingly, for fiscal year 1999 the CPB has been budgeted at a paltry $300 
million, or one-tenth of Carnegie II levels. Even if you're one of those who 
furrows eyebrow whenever someone suggests the answer to something is to 
spend more money, there is no denying public broadcasting has been 
tragically neglected. So if you've ever wondered why your local station 
plugs the “9 Steps to Financial Freedom” or “The Thrifty Barber” during 
pledge drives, now you know—financial security is the daydream of every 
public broadcaster. (Also, that stuff rakes in piles of pledge dough!) 


Highlights from the PBS fall schedule: 


Globalization and Human Rights is a new special from Globalvision, the people who 
produced “Rights & Wrongs” with Charlayne Hunter-Gault for years. It is supposed to air 
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Oct. 29 but your station 
may try to weasel out of 
showing it. Put their feet 
to the fire if they try; 
Globalvision does superb 
work and the note of 
caution they sound on the 
human toll of economic 
progress deserves to be 
heard and seen. 

The last “P.0.V.” of the ae = : 
summer, “Family Name,” W 
follows young filmmaker —*; ‘ 

Macky Alston as he SP AK uP No 0 


searches for the descen- ar 1B: 
dants of slaves who once 
lived on his family’s 


plantations (Sept. 15). This 
fall the sweeping four-part 
Africans in America (Oct. ; 
19-22) documents the rise yx > * (RRsat 
of slavery and racial X inane’ 


inequality in the States. se MATE i, 
Oi auie Wee fachignable The ACLU: A History,” Oct. 27 on PBS 


to look ahead to 2000— (Photo: Courtesy So. California ACLU) 

but only PBS dares to look 

back to 1900, with a new “American Experience” that takes a snapshot of that tumultuous 
year (Nov. 18). The week prior, Ken Burns will unveil his latest, a 3-hour documentary on 
Frank Lloyd Wright who, for an architect, had a pretty wild life (Nov. 10-11), although 
compared with birth-control and free-love advocate Margaret Sanger (biographed Oct. 12), 
he was just another male obsessed with his work. Burns’ Florentine Films also co-produced 
“The ACLU: A History,” with interviews with ACLU founder Roger Baldwin and various 
latter-day supporters and critics of the organization. 

Vote for Me, the wonderful 1996 documentary series about running for office, is back for 
an encore showing (Oct. 16 and 23). It’s more entertaining than the Three Tenors, though 
maybe less than Teletubbies. A new companion piece, The :30 Second Candidate (Oct. 13), 
shows how the candidates in California’s recent gubernatorial primary shaped their messages 
to voters using TV ads—and how TV ads came to define their political character in toto. 

Digital TV: A Cringely Crash Course (Nov. 9) offers the pseudonymous Bob Cringely 
explaining all the contentious issues surrounding DTV. Just keep in mind while you watch it 
that PBS has a stake in DTV, too. 

Concert series “Sessions at West 54th” returns for season two Oct. 2 with new host 
David Byrne. 

As always, these are PBS airdates. Local public TV stations are notoriously independent 
and may tape the show for playback at a later time, so check your local listings. 
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The Cable 
Stable 


Despite the fungus-like expansion of cable 
channels on your average cable system— 
from 36 channels a few years ago to 54 
and now, increasingly, 80 or more—re- 
search shows that we as viewers still 
behave pretty much the way we have since 
the coaxial first slithered into our homes. 
We choose about seven or eight channels 
and stick with them. Oh sure, over time 
you might cancel your HBO in favor of 
Turner Classic Movies, or trade in your MTV 
for VH1 (that is, if you believe everything 
they tell you in marketing class). But Voted for Nixon but plays like a 
generally you assemble a list of favorites Kennedy: the ultra-competitive 
and then stick with them. I know I do: in M neu in ay corey 
no particular order, CNBC, Weather, A&E, ; 

Comedy, ESPN, E! and, my guilty habit, MSNBC (in “Chatter,” page 108). At 
work my favorite wallpaper is C-SPAN with the mute on. 


One of the things that has amazed me in learning this beat is how enor- 
mously profitable cable TV is. Sure, broadcasting is still a cash cow, but it 
remains reliant on a single stream of revenue: advertising. Cable, on the 
other hand, relies on both advertising and the revenues collected from 
cable operators who pay a monthly fee to each cable channel they carry. 
Every cable operator that carries ESPN pays about a dollar per subscriber 
per month to the Walt Disney Co. That's regardless of whether those sub- 
scribers actually watch ESPN or not; most do not. ESPN is carried in 75 
million homes. Do the math. 


Of course, channel space being tight on most cable systems, you have to be 
in business a few years before your channel will be picked up by enough 
cable operators to generate serious revenue. The rule I've been told is this: 
By the time a cable channel has been in existence seven years, it is making 
a boatload of money. Even a modest little enterprise like The Learning 
Channel, which charges a fraction of what ESPN does to cable operators, 
generated $39 million in cash flow last year (and on just $152 million in 
revenues). Mel Karmazin would be ecstatic if the CBS network saw $39 
million in cash flow next year. 


And the channels that have been around the longest—since the dawning 
of the cable era in the early 1980s—are making the most. Not only are 
their flagship channels carried in somewhere between 65 and 75 million 
homes, but they've extended their brands with spinoff channels, broadcast 
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tie-ins and international sales. Today, many of the old guard are facing 
competition from lookalike channels (some of them listed in other sections 
below) and are experiencing audience levels that are flat or down from 
previous years. In response, many of these channels are pumping cash like 
never before into their production budgets and generating piles of original 
programs, many of them of what we might once have called “broadcast 
quality,” except that these days joining the words “broadcast” and “qual- 
ity” seems, I don’t know, quaint. 


Below is a cross-section of channels old and new, many with secure futures 
but some still not sure what tomorrow holds. 


A&E 


Launched: 1984. Subscribers: 72 million. Investors: Hearst, ABC, NBC. In the family: The 
History Channel (1995, 48 million). 


A&E is several things to several groups of viewers: solid alternative to PBS, 
haven to British-mystery fans and home of “Law & Order” and “Northern 
Exposure” repeats. But its chief claim to fame is as the “Biography” chan- 
nel. Long before NBC discovered it could fill hours of prime time inexpen- 
sively with “Datelines,” A&E was churning out “Biography” at a price 
roughly one-fifth to one-quarter that of an entertainment hour on broad- 
cast TV. In 1998, A&E became the “Biography and Bill” channel, as in Bill 
Kurtis, the newsman who has made a second career out of documentaries 
ranging from blood-and-guts true crime to archaeological exploration to 
deadpan treatments of the paranormal. This spring, A&E announced it was 
making Kurtis the host of its nightly documentary hour at 8 p.m., follow- 
ing “Biography.” Kurtis doesn’t actually report all five hours, but does 
supply all voiceovers and wraparounds. A&E also built a “virtual set” in 
Chicago so that highly realistic-looking backgrounds can be inserted 
behind him, allowing him to narrate a variety of genres without leaving 
home. With his super-serious approach and hilarious old-school inflections, 
Kurtis has been both widely respected and widely parodied. Having crossed 
from the volatile broadcast side to the much steadier cable side—and as 
prominent on A&E as Peter Graves or Jack Perkins—he oughtta be widely 
envied, too. 


The History Channel, or as I call it The Hitler Channel, has gotten off to a 
roaring start, reaching nearly 50 million homes in just over two years. 
Whenever I tune in, though, there always seems to be something on about 
World War IT. (One informal study found half of History's programming was 
war-related.) And the network is not without its critics who call the chan- 
nel “historical bubblegum.” That may change now that History is making 
some serious cash off those 50 million subscribers. It produced a solid 
miniseries on the Mississippi River earlier this summer and followed it up 
with one about the settling of the American frontier (albeit from the 
rifleman’s point of view). Here's what Id like to see on The History Chan- 
nel: an all-out, month-long adaptation of Howard Zinn’s “A People’s History 
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of the United States.” Zinn tells history from a point of view you almost 
never hear from: that of the victims, as opposed to the victors. Sounds 
risky, but when you consider that the dynamic duo of “Good Will Hunt- 
ing,” Ben Affleck and Matt Damon, are turning Zinn’s book into a movie 
for Fox television, I think the History Channel can afford the risk. Besides, 
some of it’s even about Hitler. 


American Movie Classics 


Launched: 1984. Subscribers: 68 million. Investors: Cablevision and NBC, through Rainbow 
Holdings (Cablevision also owns Madison Square Garden, the Knicks and the Rangers). In the 
family: Romance Classics (1997, 13 million). 


There are 4,000 films from various studios in the AMC collection, which 
makes it both smaller and more diverse than the MGM-intensive collection 
of its Johnny-come-lately rival, Turner Classic Movies. Also, unlike Turner, 
AMC doesn't believe in colorization. AMC has championed film preservation 
for years and sponsors an annual film-prez fest. Each film presentation is 
introduced by one of two on-air hosts: Bob Dorian by night, Nick Clooney 
(father of George) by day. Romance Classics repackages some of the AMC 
library in a format aimed at female viewers. 


I'm not a big fan of AMC's self-produced specials, which come out about 
once a month; they're awfully dull and have a distinctly low-budget feel to 
them. This fall AMC is celebrating the 30th anniversary of “Planet of the 
Apes” movie with a new documentary featuring Roddy McDowall and an 
“Apes” movie marathon; also this fall, a look at Hollywood's self-censorship 
under the Hays Code; a monster movie marathon hosted by Tim Burton; a 
filmography of Lee Marvin and a new special on Christmas movies. AMC’s 
best-known production, “Remember WENN,” is of much higher quality than 
its specials (see page 77). 


BET 


Launched: 1980. Subscribers: 54 million. Investors: BET Holdings Inc. In the family: BET on 
Jazz (1996, 3 million), BET Action Pay-Per-View (1990, 10.5 million), BET International 
(1996, satellite only, no U.S. distribution). 


Black Entertainment Television, one of the oldest niche-marketing con- 
cepts in cable, keeps chugging along. Don't be fooled by the low subscriber 
count: BET has effectively penetrated its African-American target audi- 
ence, The same can’t be said for BET on Jazz, its all-digital, all-jazz spinoff 
that is still having a hard time getting carried on cable systems. BET on 
Jazz is still operating on the cheap, repeating a 6-hour programming block 
four times a day, mixing original shows and acquisitions like David 
Sanborn’s “Night Music.” One of the originals, “Jazz Central,” also airs 
overnights on big brother BET. 


Now that “Vibe,” “Keenen Ivory Wayans” and “The Magic Hour” are all off 
the air, “BET Tonight” with Tavis Smiley is the last talk show with an 
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Q: What do you mean by “original programming”? 

A: Simply put, programs that are created by or for the network that puts them on the 
air. Many new cable networks start out showing mostly acquired programming— 
shows that have aired before on other networks but were acquired because they fit the 
new network's theme. Over time, as its revenues increase, a cable network will start 
spending the serious money that’s required to develop its own, original programming. 


African-American host still standing. “BET Tonight” has more of a 
“Nightline” feel most nights—the show recently accompanied President 
Clinton on his trip to African nations—but there are performers and artists 
featured on the program that simply don’t show up anywhere else. Occa- 
sionally I tune in another BET talk show, “Teen Summit,” just to find out 
how little I know about kids. Half the time I can hardly follow what they’re 
saying on that show. BET International exports jazz, Caribbean music and 
other programming to viewers in Europe, Asia and southern Africa. BET will 
also have a theme restaurant, BET Soundstage, in suburban Washington, 
D.C., Walt Disney World and upwards of 20 other markets by 2002. BET’s 
Web site (www.msbet.com) is quite well done, thanks to partner Microsoft 
Corp., which maintains it. 


Bravo 


Launched: 1980. Subscribers: 35 million. Investors: Cablevision and NBC, through Rainbow 
Holdings (Cablevision also owns Madison Square Garden, the Knicks and the Rangers). In the 
family: Independent Film Channel (1994, 15 million), international channels Bravo 
International, Bravo Brasil. 


A noble if imperfect attempt to mass-market fine arts programming ona 
cable budget, Bravo is heavy on films, which are shown without commer- 
cial interruptions, as well as specials about film and film actors. A long- 
running series is produced for Bravo in conjunction with the venerable 
New York City-based consortium The Actors Studio. Bravo also programs 
music, dance and theater, but my experience is you have to go looking for 
it. A friend of mine in New York is unhappy with the liberties Bravo's 
editors take with films (nudity especially). Some of the network's most 
interesting programs are “interstitials,” little ditties inserted to fill time 
between the end of a movie and the next half-hour interval. “ArtsBreak” 
offers profiles of the fine arts community in various American cities. 


Independent Film Channel is slowly beginning to ride Bravo's coattails onto 
America’s cable systems. Unlike rival indie-film network the Sundance 
Channel (see Showtime below), IFC is basic cable; you don’t have to pay 
extra to get it. But you do have to nag your local cable operator to add it. 
My experience with IFC is that, unlike Bravo, it doesn’t cut its films. This 
summer, IFC produced a series, “Fishing with John,” in which musician and 
actor John Lurie goes to exotic locales with the likes of Jim Jarmusch and 
Matt Dillon and ... fishes with them. In 1996 it co-produced (with the 
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Q: Why is it so hard to get my local cable company to carry 
(Channel X)? If they need someplace to put it, they could 


always just drop (Channel Y). 


A; Hard as it may be to believe, there 
are economically sound reasons why 
every channel on your local cable grid 
is there—even Channel Y which you 
loathe. Of course, “economically sound” 
may not be the same.as “in the best 
interests of the viewers.” ne 

Let’s start with government regula- 
tions. Cable operators are required to 
carry local broadcast stations within a 
35-mile radius of the cable company’s 
headquarters (aka the “head end” in 
industry lingo). These are known, aptly, 
as the must carry channels. Next, cable 
operators often set aside a certain 
number of leased access channels. 
Instead of the cable company paying 
the network a per-subscriber fee, the 
network pays the cable company for 
carriage. Some networks, like 
ValueVision, see leased access as a way 
to get onto cable systems where they'd 
otherwise be shut out. Many local cable 
franchise agreements also require 
public, educational and/or govern- 
ment (PEG) channels to be set aside. 

In 1992, a new law called retrans- 
mission consent allowed broadcasters 
to demand cash or some other compen- 
sation in exchange for the consent to 
retransmit their signals over the local 
cable system. The key phrase is “some 
other compensation.” Let's say you're 
NBC and you have this new service, 
America’s Talking, which someday you'll 
relaunch as MSNBC. Every local cable 
operator in the country wants NBC on 
their system. Now, NBC could charge 
cash money to these cable operators 
for retransmission consent. Or, the 
network could say: Instead of cash, 
how about carrying this cable channel I 
own? And that is why MSNBC was being 
sent to no fewer than 35 million homes 
from day one. Bravo spent 16 years 
amassing a subscriber base that size. ° 

Moving from government interfer- 
ence to corporate muckery, we find 
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cable operators will often sacrifice the 
customer for deals that benefit its own 
financial self-interest. Most shopping 
channels, for instance, share a portion 
of their sales with the local cable — 
operators. There's also a preponderance 
of pay-per-view and premium channels 
on your average cable grid, because of 
the financial incentives inherent in 
these services. 

But that’s nothing compared with 
what happens when cross-ownership 
works its magic. Let’s say you're Time 
Warner. You own a cable company that 
serves 14 million customers. You also 
own Turner Broadcasting. You're going 
to try to get Turner Classic Movies on 
as many of your systems as you can, 
aren't you? Or let’s say you're Liberty 
Media. You're a subsidiary of TCI cable 
and all you do is invest in cable 
networks, You own chunks of Discovery, 
QVC, USA, Fox Sports, BET, Court TV and 
Telemundo. Many of these networks 
owe you their livelihoods because you 
bailed them out during the lean 1980s. 
You better believe you're going to 
swing deals to get them onto TCI’s 
systems. And with Discovery and Fox 
Sports spawning one or-more new 
networks per year, you'll be picking 
them up as quickly as technology can 
make more channel space available. 

After accommodations have been 
made for all of the above parties, dear 
viewer, then—and only then—do you 
come in. But how do you make your 
appeal to your local cable provider to 
add a channel you’d like to see? It'll be 
hard to point to the ratings, since most 
fledgling cable networks are too small 
for Nielsen to measure. You could work 
the phones and the word processor. But 
your best chance on seeing the network 
anytime soon would be for Discovery or 
MTV to buy the network and then 
shoehorn it onto your local cable 
system. 


BBC) the movie version of Spalding Gray’s monologue “Gray's Anatomy” 
and set up IFC Productions, which will help fund low-budget films. 


CNBC 


Launched: 1989. Subscribers: 65 million domestic (160 million global). Investor: NBC. 


CNBC is a perfect demonstration of if you fiddle with the concept long 
enough, you just might get it right. In both daytime and prime time, this 
cable network has streamlined operations, figured out what works and 
what doesn't, and is ready to ride to glory. That it is doing so in large part 
on the shoulders of Geraldo Rivera is something NBC’s just going to have to 
lump. 


Tom Wolzien, the former NBC news executive who is now a media analyst 
for Sanford Bernstein, told me he could walk into any trading room a few 
years ago and no one would have CNBC on. Today, it’s hard to find one 
without it. So intertwined have Wall Street and CNBC become that the 
venerable Dow Jones, publisher of the Wall Street Journal, this spring 
entered into a global alliance with NBC to supply CNBC with business news, 
commentary and other services. With non-delayed New York Stock Ex- 
change quotes and Amex/Nasdaq quotes running at all times in parallel 
tickers on-screen—even during commercials—and up-to-the-second fluc- 
tuations in three different stock indexes, CNBC is an essential complement 
to every trader’s Bloomberg terminal. And the on-screen graphics will alert 
traders when it’s time to turn up the sound for some breaking news. As 
Wolzien succinctly puts it: “It’s like election night.” CNBC also benefited by 
getting rid of stock analyst Dan Dorfman and the cult of personality that 
had accompanied him, and going instead with unobjectionable, nearly 
interchangeable anchors, as personified in the eminently sane Ron Insana. 


Ironically, it is just this personality cult that has driven CNBC's turnaround 
in evenings, when the format turns to chat. Four years ago, there was 
chaos in prime time, as we shifted from Geraldo Rivera talking about 0.J. 
to Tom Snyder talking about yesterday to Bob Berkowitz talking about sex. 
Now, all talk is focused on topical, hot-button issues, and that, as every- 
one who watches CNBC knows, is the province of Geraldo. More nights than 
his detractors care to admit, Geraldo has the best guests and gets the most 
out of them. Guests like Marcia Clark, the former 0.J. Simpson prosecutor, 
now NBC News analyst, pop up on various programs in the NBC family, but 
no one can bring forth her outrage, or outrageousness, like Rivera. Having 
dominated TV coverage of the Lewinsky affair from the beginning (ironic, 
considering how stridently he defends the president), Rivera has made 
himself indispensable to NBC's cable side. The network recently signed him 
to a new long-term deal and gave him another half hour on CNBC called 
“Upfront Tonight,” which launched Aug. 24. 
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CNN 


Launched: 1980. Subscribers: 73.8 million. Investor: Time Warner. In the family: Headline 
News (1982, 68.7 million), CNN International (1985, 138.6 million), CNNfn (1995, 10 
million), CNN/SI (1996, 11.5 million), CNN en Espanol (1997, 6 million in U.S. and Latin 
America), CNN Radio (1982, 600 affiliates), CNN Radio Noticias (1993, 14 countries), CNN 
Airport Network (1992, 31 airports) and CNN Interactive. 


I read and hear a lot about the supposed decline of CNN, its aging audience 
(median viewer age: 59) and the bites being taken out of it by MSNBC and 
Fox News Channel. It has not, in fact, been a banner year for the flagship 
of Ted Turner’s news empire: viewership is down, the channel looks staid 
and slow-footed next to its upstart rivals, and people are still angry at CNN 
for that “Operation Tailwind” report it later had to retract. But even after 
that scandal, a national poll found that CNN was still rated the most 
trustworthy of all news outlets—as it has been since the poll was first 
conducted in the 1980s. And I also offer this piece of anecdotal evidence: 
A friend of mine, a real news hound, was laid up for weeks this winter 
after surgery, right about the time the Monica Lewinsky story broke. He 
watched Fox, he watched CNN, he watched MSNBC. He tried them all. After 
a few days, however, he had given up on all but CNN, having concluded 
that their talent was more responsible and better seasoned for following a 
continuing story like this than the yappers on those other channels. There, 
I reported the facts. You decide. 


Still, you wonder sometimes what they're thinking down there in Atlanta. 
A basic rule in cable is that you schedule your “signature” shows at the 
same time every night. Ask any nature-TV buff when “Wild Discovery” airs 
and she'll tell you: 7 Central, 8 Eastern time. Every night. Even CNN sched- 
ules its daytime shows and “Larry King Live” consistently. But tell me, 
without peeking, on which nights does CNN’s much-ballyhooed joint ven- 
ture with Time-Life, “NewsStand,” air? Well, on Monday we get the Time 
version, on Wednesday the Fortune version and on Thursday Entertainment 
Weekly. Huh?! It’s as though CNN now thinks it’s NBC and can schedule its 
newsmagazines willy-nilly. Bad enough “NewsStand” has the “Tailwind” 
report hanging over its head—a lousy schedule really hurts. C’mon, guys. 
Put the show on seven nights, give us segments from each magazine each 
night, and maybe we'll remember to watch. 


The ambitious project of the fall for CNN, provided it doesn’t have to cover 
an impeachment, will be “Cold War,” a 24-part documentary series examin- 
ing the roots of the U.S.-Soviet standoff and chronicling every footstep of 
the Cold War’s major players over four decades. The series will air in one- 
hour installment Sunday nights at 7 (8 Eastern) from Sept. 27 to Dec. 13, 
resuming Jan. 3, 1999, and running through April 4. “Cold War” was 
produced by Sir Jeremy Isaacs, the veteran producer for the BBC and 
Thames TV who created “The World at War,” which I think my local PBS 
affiliate aired every night for about eight years in the 1970s. Isaacs and his 
crew sifted through reams of film, much of it never seen in the West, and 
interviewed such bigwigs as Bush, Gorbachev, McGeorge Bundy and Castro. 
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Yeah, it’s history from the top down, so what else is new; but somehow the 
enterprise seems a whole lot more interesting with a Brit at the helm. 


If you're a traveler, you already know about the Airport Network and CNNI. 
If you’re a Headline News fan, I've got just two words for you: Lynne 
Russell. (Buy the book next year and I'll put her picture in!) Nobody I 
know has actually seen CNNfn, but we do get CNN/SI in Kansas City thanks 
to Time Warner synergy. A lot of CNN/SI is tape loop, but they do go live at 
key times and they cover a lot of breaking news using live feeds from local 
TV stations that have existing agreements with CNN. 


C-SPAN/C-SPAN2 


Launched: C-SPAN 1979, C-SPAN2 1986. Subscribers: C-SPAN 73.1 million, C-SPAN2 50.6 
million. Investors: Funded by the cable industry as a public service. In the family: C-SPAN 
Extra (1997, 697,000). 

This next year might be the most trying ever for Brian Lamb, the founder 
and guiding spirit of C-SPAN, and that’s saying something. The problem is 
digital television. The law currently says that cable operators must carry 
the signals of all local TV stations in the markets they serve. But during 
the decade-long transition to digital TV that is to begin later this year, 
each station will be permitted to broadcast two signals, its current signal 
and its new digital signal. Do the “must carry” guidelines apply to the 
second signal as well? Broadcasters say of course they apply. Cable opera- 
tors feel otherwise. Having to accommodate 8 or 10 new signals means 
they'll likely have to bump an equal number of existing cable channels to 
make room. And if cable operators are forced to drop channels, says Lamb, 
they're going to drop the ones that are least watched, and the first two to 
go would be C-SPAN and C-SPAN2, which (sad to say) have some of the 
lowest audience levels around. 


I doubt this doomsday scenario. Over the years C-SPAN has proven itself 
too valuable to the cable industry's PR efforts for it to be sacrificed now. C- 
SPAN even has two school buses that tour the country year-round, produc- 
ing short slice-of-America segments for the channels and spreading the C- 
SPAN gospel to teachers and students. I don’t dispute, however, that this 
would be very bad news for C-SPAN2. I had a conversation a couple of years 
ago with Lamb in which he outlined for me his grand scenario of three 
additional C-SPAN channels devoted to economics, domestic policy and 
foreign policy. Since the apparatus for creating programs on these channels 
is already in place (mostly it would consist of committee hearings and 
lectures around Washington), the channels could be run for a measly $1 
million or so apiece per year. It’s a marvelous idea—and pointless even to 
consider until cable operators have enough extra channel space to accom- 
modate the new C-SPANs. That to me is the most bothersome aspect about 
the cable TV business today: all of the great ideas that aren’t even being 
executed because the bandwidth doesn’t exist. But perhaps video compres- 
sion technology will allow C-SPAN, through its Web site, to bypass the 
Coaxial of scarcity. 
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C-SPAN is a readers’ cable channel, which might explain the low ratings— 
its target audience is off somewhere with its nose in a book. Following on 
the success of the interview show “Booknotes” and its spinoff, “About 
Books,” C-SPAN2’s book coverage will be extended all weekend long and be 
branded “Book TV,” starting this fall. For political junkies, “Washington 
Journal” reviews the cover stories of prominent daily papers every morn- 
ing; on Sundays it looks at the newsweeklies a day before they hit the 
stands. C-SPAN has also begun serving the politically-obsessed denizens of 
Washington, D.C., with a couple of new services: C-SPAN Extra, a third TV 
channel with House and Senate proceedings that can’t be aired on one of 
the other two channels because of schedule conflicts; and C-SPAN Radio 
90, a 24-hour public affairs radio station serving the Baltimore-Washington 
area. 


Comedy Central 


Launched: 1991 (when HBO and Viacom merged their separate all-comedy channels). 
Subscribers: 51 million. Investors: joint venture of HBO and Viacom. 


Comedy Central is one of the hottest cable networks going. A late bloomer, 
it spent several years foundering before finally hitting its groove. Besides 
the huge success of “South Park” (see page 57), Comedy has launched 
several successful original shows: “The Daily Show,” which has just landed 
one of the most talented young comedians around, Jon Stewart, as its 
replacement for Craig Kilborn; “Win Ben Stein's Money,” which pits the 
starchy know-it-all actor-writer with a rising comic, Jimmy Kimmel; “Viva 
Variety,” a retro-pop weekly featuring former members of The State com- 
edy troupe; and now “Upright Citizens Brigade,” starring a mindlessly 
funny pack of New Yorkers. 


Discovery 


Launched: 1985. Subscribers: 74 million. Investors: TCI (49%). In the family: The 
Learning Channel (acq. 1991, 65 million), Animal Planet (1996, 40 million), Travel 
Channel (acq. 70% share 1997, 18.2 million), Eye on People (acq. 50% share 1998, not 
many viewers), Discovery Showcase Networks (Science, Civilization, Home & Leisure, Kids, 
Wings, Health; launched 1996 as digital services). 


I think most Americans would be surprised to learn that this unpreten- 
tious-looking nature channel has become one of the global powers in 
television today. Based in the TV mecca of Bethesda, Md., Discovery and its 
networks are in 144 countries and are seen by more than 128 million 
viewers globally. It is also one of the most creative scavengers of other 
people’s discarded cable ideas. In just the past year it has scooped up the 
Travel Channel, saving Discovery the trouble of building its own travel 
network; and entered into a 50-50 deal with CBS to save Eye on People, 
the reality-based network that taps into one of the world’s largest video 
archives at CBS News. 


On the docket this fall for the mother channel Discovery: “Ancient Inven- 


BARNHART’S UNAUTHORIZED TV ‘98 


tions” (Sept. 13), a 3-hour series narrated by “Monty Python” player Terry 
Jones on the unusual gadgets uncovered from early civilizations; a one- 
hour special on the humpback whale with high-tech video and audio of 
the whales, narrated by Susan Sarandon (Oct. 12); three 1-hour specials 
looking back at John Glenn’s 1962 space flight and his imminent space 
shot this fall (Oct. 26); a new documentary on the making of the Panama 
Canal (Nov. 15); “Amazing Earth,” a special that gets to the core of this 
planet's existence, narrated by Patrick Stewart (Dec. 13); and a new Tues- 
day-night series, “The FBI Files,” a look into the Feds’ toughest cases and 
how they were solved. 


TLC’s lineup, which I find to be loaded down with trivial nonsense too 
much of the time, has two substantive programs this fall: “Vietnam: The 
Soldiers’ Story,” an ABC News-produced 6-hour look at the war “from a 
grunt’s-eye view” (Oct. 11-13); and “Slice of Life,” a daytime reality series 
that follows two working women through their daily routines (11 a.m. 
weekdays). Travel Channel has been overhauled and beefed up with the 
addition of “Travel Daily,” which offers news and travel tips (8 p.m. week- 
nights); “Wild at Heart,” profiles of adventurers (weeknights at 5); “Amaz- 
ing Destinations,” sort of a coffee-table-book of travel destinations (9 p.m. 
weeknights); and other new programs on weekends. Animal Planet rolls 
out the self-explanatory “Judge Wapner’s Animal Court” weekdays at 
3:30— and yes, Rusty the bailiff will be there, too. (All of the new daily 
series above launch on Sept. 28.) 


Disney Channel 


Launched: 1983. Subscribers: 41 million. Original programming: 100% (some of it classic 
Disney fare). In the family: Toon Disney (1998, 6 million). 


Disney is in the process of converting from a premium cable service, which 
accounts for 37 million of its 41 million subscribers, to basic cable. With 
access to more than six decades of Walt Disney fare, plus an ambitious 
development budget that includes movies for kids, animation and more, 


Q: What is the deal with “branding” everything? 

A: Branding involves not only defining your network but reinforcing that brand identity 
in the viewer's mind. Over and over and over. It is that latter meaning that is consid- 
ered ultra-crucial in a 100-channel universe. With so much choice out there—not just 
in TV but in nearly every aspect of consumer life—branding is for most companies a 
survival tactic. 

VH1 struggled for years to find a brand identity before hitting on its the-old-made- 
new sensibility. ESPN started out as a business news-sports hybrid 20 years ago before 
becoming synonymous with guys watching sports on TV. Nostalgia Television just 
changed its name to GoodLife, trading in a 13-year-old brand identity that was going 
nowhere. On the network side, NBC reinforces its brand identity at every turn; that 
wretched Peacock is going to be plastered on the walls of airport restrooms someday. 
It drives me bananas, but there’s no denying the link: When. a network has a strong 
brand, it’s usually putting on solid shows and making piles of cash. 
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this would’ve seemed a sure thing a couple of years ago. But Nickelodeon is 
spending money, too, to develop new programs and remain the top desti- 
nation of kids. And then there’s Fox Family Channel (see below). 


E! Entertainment Television 


Launched: 1990. Subscribers: 50 million. Investors: Comcast (39.7%), Disney (39.5%), 
MediaOne (10.4%), TCI (10.4%). In the family: E! Style (launching Sept. 1998). 


The home of “Talk Soup” and your nightly dose of Howard Stern, E! last 
season beefed up, if that is the correct term, its original programming 
budget. There are now four daily and nine weekly series on E!, plus “The E! 
True Hollywood Story,” the network's lurid answer to “Biography”; numer- 
ous pre-awards ceremony fashion shows with Joan and Melissa Rivers; and 
“E! News Daily,” which makes “Entertainment Tonight” seem like—well, I 
was going to say “Nightline,” but let’s face it, “ET” will seem like “ET” no 
matter how fluffy everyone else gets. 


ESPN 


Launched: 1979. Subscribers: 74 million. Investors: Disney (80%), Hearst (20%). In the 
family: ESPN2 (1993, 57 million), ESPNEWS (1996, 6 million), ESPN Classic Sports (1997, 
15 million). Also ABC Sports (became ESPN subsidiary 1996), ESPN Magazine (1998), ESPN 
Radio (1994, 420 affiliates) and ESPN.SportsZone.Com on the Internet. 


As someone who has been watching ESPN nearly 20 years—it was one of 
the first non-broadcast channels added to our cable grid when I was grow- 
ing up in Montana—I can attest to its hold over sports-crazy men. We're 
the type of viewers who, if the cable company came to our doors and said, 
“We've been monitoring your cable use and notice you are a heavy con- 
sumer of ESPN. As you know, ESPN recently paid a load of cash to acquire 
the exclusive rights to Sunday-night football, and they passed the cost 
onto us. Brother, did they pass it on. Well, we felt it wasn’t very fair to 
pass that cost onto subscribers who don’t watch ESPN. So to make a long 
story short, we're raising your cable bill 10 bucks starting next month,” we 
just might ask the cable company, “Do you take Visa?” 


“SportsCenter” is, of course, the heart and soul of ESPN, but what it has 
done over the years is take the colorful, opinionated personality of the 
larger-than-life local sports anchor and institutionalize it. Every anchor on 
“SportsCenter” is expected to have “personality,” which means catch 
phrases, which means funny routines, which means being, in one way or 
another, larger than the game. But because boisterous is part of the job 
description, and because the much-imitated ESPN style is now part of the 
pop culture—there’s even a sitcom on the fall schedule patterned after 
“SportsCenter”—you do wonder at times if there’s any actual heart left to 
this enterprise. Individualism is nearly gone from the mix of anchors. Chris 
Berman and Charley Steiner, two of the old timers at ESPN, still have 
highly personal styles. But you can bet that if an anchor went on 
“SportsCenter” and tried to deadpan the stories, Headline News-style, that 
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anchor would be bounced. 

“The Sports Reporters” (Sundays, 9:30 a.m.), which ESPN never promotes, 
offers sharp, uncompromising opinions from some of the very best sports 
journalists working in print today, including Mike Lupica, Tony Kornheiser 
and Mitch Albom. Dick Schaap is host. Yet despite its often critical stance 
toward sports, ESPN funds a variety of athletic competitions that might 
have trouble making ends meet if not for TV money. Its support of arena 
football has certainly helped keep that sport alive, and its use of what we 
might today call “banner ads” solved the age-old question of how you 
show soccer on TV without losing so much money. But perhaps the best 
demonstration of ESPN’s sporting dollars at work is The X-Games, an Olym- 
pics for all-kinds of extreme sports I never knew people actually trained in. 
Held in both summer and winter, The X-Games became an almost instant 
magnet for viewers ages 12-24. 


ESPN wisely bought the Classic Sports Network, one of the neat ideas of 
recent years, in 1997. ESPNEWS is still duking it out with CNN/SI in the 
sports-news wars. (Judging from the numbers, both sides are losing.) ESPN 
Radio has been offering game broadcasts and sports updates; now it’s going 
to get into sports talk in a big way. ESPN just acquired radio station WMVP 
in Chicago and will make it the flagship for its new all-talk sports network, 
anchored by Nanci Donnellan, aka the “Fabulous Sports Babe.” 


Encore 

Launched: 1991. Subscribers: Varies by network. Investor: TCI (100%). In the family: Encore 
consists of 11 separate movie networks, including Encore, MOVIEplex, Love Stories, 
Westerns, Mystery, Action, True Stories, WAM! (kids), and three STARZ! channels. 

This movie service may turn out to be cable’s next big thing. In the past, a 
movie channel would buy a package of movies from a studio, run the good 
ones in prime time and the lesser ones in the middle of the night. Encore 
ingeniously created a raft of thematic movie channels so that every movie 
in the package would have a home where it could receive star billing and 
reach the audience most likely to appreciate it. Narrowcasting at its finest. 
Nothing goes to waste on the Encore networks. Although Encore is a 
premium channel, it doesn’t appear to be of the HBO/Showtime variety. It 
is being offered on a la carte tiers with other channels; on my Time Warner 
Cable system you order a 9-channel tier for $3.98 a month additional and 
get Encore, Turner Classic Movies and Bravo in the bargain. 


Fox Family Channel 


launched: Aug. 15, 1998 (Christian Broadcasting Network 1977-89, The Family Channel 
1989-98), Subscribers: 74 million. Investors: joint venture of Saban Entertainment and News 


Corp. (parent of Fox). Original programming: 50%. 


You thought HBO's $60 million miniseries “From the Earth to the Moon” 
was ambitious; try spending $100 million just on marketing to launch your 
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new cable channel. That’s what Rupert Murdoch did in August to re-chris- 
ten the Family Channel formerly Pat Robertson’s CBN as Fox Family. 
Murdoch went in on one of those ever-popular joint ventures with Saban 
Entertainment (the folks who brought you “Mighty Morphin Power Rang- 
ers” and other Saturday-morning hits) to purchase Family from Robertson. 
The “700 Club” will remain on the network, airing Mondays through Fri- 
days at 10 p.m. But everything else has changed. Fox Family has carved up 
its schedule into several parts: “Morning Scramble” (6-10 a.m.), “Captain 
Kangaroo’s Treasure House” (10-noon), “Toon-A-Casserole” (noon-2), “The 
Basement” (2-5 p.m.), prime time and late night. The reason for naming 
the blocks becomes obvious after perusing the schedule: Fox Family wants 
to be able to swap individual shows in and out of the schedule while 
keeping the overall brand identity intact. 


FX 


Launched: 1994. Subscribers: 36 million. Investor: Fox/Liberty joint venture (Liberty is a 
subsidiary of TCI). In the family: XM: Movies from Fox. 


Another network in search of a brand identity, FX is relying on people to 
think of it as an edgy extension of the Fox network (hence the slogan, 
“Fox on Cable”). Its pride and joy at present are repeats of some choice 
properties of jts sister companies Twentieth TV (“The X-Files,” “NYPD 
Blue”) as well as movies from the 20th Century Fox vault. FX is also creat- 
ing shows you might associate with Fox, though you're probably just as 
likely to think of Comedy Central or other networks: “Penn & Teller’s Sin 
City Spectacular” (Mondays at 8 p.m.) has the bizarre magicians perform- 
ing stunts with well-known guests; “Bobcat’s Big Ass Show” features the 
temperamental comedian Bob Goldthwait, and “Instant Comedy with the 
Groundlings” showcases the L.A. comedy troupe famous for hatching Conan 
O’Brien, Lisa Kudrow and Andy Dick. 


Game Show Network 


Launched: 1994. Subscribers: 14 million. Investor: Sony Pictures. 


Can I just say that I came back from a recent trip to California, where I had 
access to a satellite dish, with a 6-hour VHS tape containing nothing but 
the Game Show Network? I never thought watching 25-year-old game 
shows would prove to be so darned habit-forming. “Match Game,” “The 
Gong Show,” “Tattle Tales”—they’re all back and they're better than ever. I 
realize now that one reason the old “Match Game” worked so well was that 
TV's restrictive morals made it impossible to say what you really wanted to 
say. When Gene Rayburn read something like, “Grandpa is sure getting old. 
Last night he put his dentures in my blank,” the celebrity panelists were 
forced to dance around the obvious. This put a premium on cleverness you 
can't begin to replicate today. It’s gone, much like the artisans who used to 
carve gargoyles into the sides of office buildings. Game Show Network also 
does live, loosely-run, low-budget games involving the touch-tone buttons 
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Q: Why aren’t there as many game shows on TV anymore? 


A: Because ever since Oprah Winfrey came along and demonstrated you could get-a 
mess of younger women watching daytime talk shows, game shows have been on the 
outs. Only a handful of games are still around, and they're the same ones that were 
going great guns 15 years ago: “Jeopardy,” “Wheel of Fortune” and “The Price Is Right” 
(the only daytime game show still on a broadcast network). Others, including “Caesar's 
Challenge,” “Classic Concentration,” “The New Family Feud,” a revival of “To Tell the 
Truth,” “Family Secrets” and “Scrabble,” have all come and gone in that time. 

Competition has made daytime TV more heated. The celebrity guests must be the 
hottest stars around. The talk has gotten louder, more intense. The great old game 
shows of the ’70s weren't anything like that. They promised easy, light entertainment 
and that’s exactly what they delivered. And you know what? They still hold up in 
reruns on Game Show Network. Looking back, you realize the celebrities who paneled 
on “Match Game” and “The $25,000 Pyramid” —Brett Sommers, Joanne Worley, Nipsey 
Russell, the incomparable Charles Nelson Reilly—did their jobs extremely well. They 
often seemed to play the game with more gusto than the contestants. (By the way, the 
best celebrity panelist I ever saw play the Pyramid? David Letterman. Unless you were 
an idiot, you could count on getting seven out of seven when paired with Dave.) 

But TV has been unkind to a Lot of its former stars. In the 1970s there was a whole 
daytime game show-talk show network set up so that these stars could come out and 
entertain, even if they had nothing to plug. These days, that type of B-level quest is 
deemed a liability on most talk shows. Today’s quests have to get the crowd screaming 
and cheering and applauding. They have to worry about making the host look good, 
because the host is often incompetent at her or his job. Look, I didn’t think much of 
Joe Piscopo in his prime, but I'll bet you dollars to donuts his five minutes would be 
funnier than that of the average guest on “The Rosie O’Donnell Show.” 

As for game shows today, the old “party” games like “Match Game” and “Tattle 
Tales” have fallen out of favor. Games of skill and chance are much more predictable, 
whereas “party” shows relied on ad libs, one-liners—interruptions to the flow of the 
game, essentially—for their entertainment value. A lot of TV-industry types cringe to 
imagine a show that can’t be programmed down to the second. I cringe to imagine the 
new “Roseanne” show. Here’s hoping “The New Match Game” and “The New Holly- 
wood Squares” (both launching in syndication Sept. 21) clean Rosie’s clock. 


on your phone. Most of them are hosted by Marianne Curan, a real sleeping 
beauty of a talent, funny and fast-witted, bound for bigger things for sure. 


HBO 


Launched: 1972. Subscribers: 33.6 million domestic (includes Cinemax), 10 million interna- 
tional. Investor: Time Warner. In the family: Cinemax and, various “multiplex” mutations of 
HBO and Cinemax. 


I found HBO's 26th season to be very much a hit-or-miss affair; with the 
exception of “Dennis Miller Live” I found little reason to tune in this 
summer. “From the Earth to the Moon” was a majestically executed 
miniseries, but I docked serious points from its total for borrowing so 
heavily, aesthetically and technically, from “Apollo 13.” That said, “The 
Chris Rock Show” is back on the air, and that’s a good thing. HBO recently 
signed Rock, the insiders’ favorite to win the best talk-show Emmy this 
year, to a multi-year deal that will include two stand-up specials and other 
projects. HBO is also bringing back “Mr. Show with Bob and David,” the 
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crude, hit-or-miss sketch-comedy riot, in October for 10 episodes. And it 
will air a version of John Leguizamo’s Broadway show “Freak” that was 
directed by Spike Lee (Oct. 10). And “Dennis Miller Live” returns Jan. 8, 
1999. Also coming up: “Walter Winchell,” based on the memoir by WW’s 
ghostwniter Herman Klurfeld and with Stanley Tucci as the mesmerizing 
motormouth who once held America spellbound with his radio program 
(Nov. 21); Richard Dreyfuss in a drama about the life of mobster Meyer 
Lansky; Susan Sarandon in an adaptation of Anne Tyler's “Early Posses- 
sions”; “Vendetta,” about the growth of the mob in turn-of-the-century 
New Orleans; Janet Jackson performing live on Oct. 11; and “The Sopra- 
nos,” a new drama series about the New Jersey mob—are you starting to 
detect a pattern here? 


Don’t know much about the more movie-intensive Cinemax, except that 
I've seen most of the documentaries showcased on its “Cinemax Reel Life” 
series and must say it’s one of the most distinctive reality offerings in all 
of TV. Some of the films are so raw and horrible (like “The Selling of Inno- 
cents,” about the child sex industry in Bombay) that they could only 
achieve their intended impact if shown without any editing—as only a 
pay-cable service like Cinemax could do. 


Lifetime 
Launched: 1984. Subscribers: 71.5 million. Investors: Hearst, ABC. In the family: Lifetime 
Movie Network (launches late 1998). 


For the past five years Lifetime has been aggressively seeking female 
viewers, both on and off the air, and those efforts have certainly paid off, 
with the channel rated No. 1 among women ages 18-49. Ironically or not, 
all of this success has been spearheaded by a guy, Lifetime CEO Doug 
McCormick. As branding strategies go, Lifetime’s could not be more direct: 
Women, cable. Cable, Lifetime. Hence the slogan, “Lifetime: Television for 
Women.” The strategy was first developed in its monthly original movies 
and then its “Biography” knockoff, “Intimate Portraits.” In the past year 
more original programming has been added: sports (WNBA coverage), late- 
night (a nightly magazine, “New Attitudes”) and now three prime-time 
series on Tuesdays. 


I've already spotlighted “Maggie” in the Tuesday section; “Any Day Now” at 
8 p.m. is a drama about two women, one white one black, who became 
friends while growing up in Birmingham during the height of civil-rights 
battles and now are reunited 25 years later. Annie Potts is excellent, as 
usual, as the down-on-her-luck girl who never left home and Lorraine 
Toussaint supplies counterpoint as an attorney's daughter who grew up 
strong and went off to become a high-powered lawyer before deciding to 
return home. The show constantly flits back and forth between the present 
day and the early ‘60s. I haven’t decided if I like it or not, though Ill 
admit its heart is in the right place. That's followed at 9 by “Maggie” and 
then “Oh Baby,” starring Cynthia Stevenson as a near-40something who 
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decides to get inseminated when it’s apparent Mr. Right is nowhere in 
sight. The show uses a gimmick: Stevenson’s character tells us, the viewers, 
what’s coming up next, then plays the scene from her life on videotape. I 
found this device tiresome; but then, I’m a guy, so maybe I don’t get it. 


MTV 

Launched: 1981. Subscribers: 68 million. Investor: Viacom (100%). In the family: M2, VH1. 
Also see: Nickelodeon/Nick at Nite. 

The electronic poster child for what's wrong with kids today, MTV contin- 
ues to inch away from its music-video origins (if you want to watch music 
videos, tell your cable provider to add M2!) and toward original program- 
ming, some of it rather distinctive, some of it rather stupid. For every 
mindless bit of star worship like “Fanatic” (ordinary Clyde gets to interview 
his favorite star), there’s its equal and opposite force, like “Celebrity Death 
Match,” a Claymation free-for-all in which, to name some earlier matches, 
Howard Stern teed off on Kathie Lee Gifford and Mariah Carey fought Jim 
Carrey. It’s not for everyone but I found “Celebrity Death Match” strangely 
satisfying. I also continue to be amazed that the music industry tolerates 
MTV's panel discussion “12 Angry Viewers,” in which young adults essen- 
tially rip to shreds new albums they don’t like. 


VH1 seems to have found an identity it can live with. Besides serving as a 
holding area for more mature artists, VH1 is getting its own slate of music- 
based programs, similar to the development process well in place at MTV. 
By far its biggest new idea has been “Pop-Up Video,” the tongue-in-cheek 
annotation service for music videos. (By the way, if you want to see some- 
thing a little less tongue-in-cheek, check out the creators’ Web site at 
www.spinthebottle.com and see just how seriously a couple of vignette 
producers can take themselves.) VH1’s development slate for the new 
season is full of throw-’em-out-and-see-if-they-stick concepts, including 
“The Johnny Rotten Show,” a weekly late-night series featuring the ex-Sex 
Pistol; “Viva Le Rock,” a look into “the absurdities of the music world” 
produced by writers at the now-defunct Spy; “The Agent,” a cartoon sitcom 
on the life of a music agent; a music-video version of “Six Degrees of Kevin 
Bacon”; and a music/comedy show starring “MAD TV's” Bryan Callen and 
the always-funny Jeff Ross. 


Nickelodeon/Nick at Nite 


Launched: 1979 (Nick at Nite 1985). Subscribers: 71.1 million. Investor: Viacom (Nickel- 
odeon is considered part of MTV Networks). In the family: TV Land. 


Nickelodeon was one of the first big cable ideas to pay off; by the mid- 
1980s they'd lighted on a second brilliant idea to program the other half of 
the days when the kiddies weren't watching. In recent years the Nick side 
has begun to encroach on the Nick at Nite side, taking a half hour of prime 
time in 1996 and, beginning Aug. 31, another half hour. The Sunday- 
through-Friday hour block is highlighted by “The Wild Thornberrys,” a 
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wonderfully nutty new cartoon about a family that travels the world 
shooting nature films and talking to the creatures of the wild. It was 
created by the folks behind “Rugrats,” a show so insanely popular with 
young viewers that it remained one of cable’s top-rated shows every week 
for seven years even though not a single new episode was made during that 
time. Another new series, “Animorphs,” is a live-action drama about five 
teenagers who can change into animals as they attempt to save the planet 
from bad guys. And “Cousin Skeeter” is a live action sitcom (complete with 
laugh track) in which a young boy interacts with his “cousin,” actually a 
muppet that seems inspired by the Lil Penny character on the Nike ads. 


TV Land is the only channel I can think of where I actually prefer the 
commercials to the programs. That’s because many of the commercials are 
either retro ads from the 1950s through 1970s, or are these cheeky TV 
Land promos known as “60 Second Sitcoms” that flatten an entire sitcom 
storyline into about 35 seconds (the other 25 seconds are reserved for 
opening and closing credits). 


Ovation 


Launched: 1996. Subscribers: 6 million. Investors: J. Carter Brown (Chairman), Harold Morse 
(CEO), The New York Times Co., Time Warner Cable, J.P. Morgan, Howard Heinz Endowment, 
Agnes Gund. 

Hal Morse, founder of The Learning Channel, is behind this cable network 
that features classical and world music, dance and performance art. After 
relying on a lineup of nearly all acquired programs for its first two years, 
Ovation has begun creating original shows. On tap this fall: a musical 
special with the Afro-Cuban All-Stars; a documentary on the magical world 
of Tolkien; an adaptation of Stewart Brand's architectural critique “How 
Buildings Learn”; “Ovation Profiles,” a magazine of up-and-coming per- 
formers that haven't begun to appear on “CBS Sunday Morning's” radar; a 
six-part series on how to oil paint; and Billy Bragg singing his favorite 
Woody Guthrie tunes. From what little I've seen of Ovation, it makes PBS 
look pedestrian as hell. Unfortunately, cable operators are not picking up 
the channel, the concept is not exactly one that oozes money or gets 
people in the industry excited, and unless a well-connected partner arrives 
soon (say, Discovery), the idea may well die a-borning. That's life in the 
cable biz. 


Showtime 


Launched: 1976. Subscribers: 17.1 million (all networks). Investor: Viacom. In the family: 
The Movie Channel (1973), Flix (1992), Sundance Channel (1996). 


Not being a subscriber to Showtime, I feel a bit out of my depth describing 
it on a day-to-day basis. But I have watched enough to know that 
Showtime serves at least two constituencies: kids and soft-porn fans. It’s 
cranking out the original movies for kids, with emphasis on adventure and 
fantasy, well-produced and quite watchable. And right around 11 p.m. or 
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midnight every night you can count on a “Beverly Hills Bordello” or “Red 
Shoe Diaries” episode or its equivalent. Showtime also produced two of last 
season's outstanding TV movies: “Alone,” starring Hume Cronyn with a 
spare, lovely script by Horton Foote; and a remake of “12 Angry Men” with 
Cronyn, George C. Scott, Jack Lemmon and Courtney Vance. This summer 
Showtime also produced two original sitcoms, the dreadful “Rude Awaken- 
ing” and the much more enjoyable “Linc’s,” starring Steven Williams (Mr. X 
on “The X-Files”) as the proprietor of a Washington, D.C., tavern that 
attracts more than its share of colorful regulars. 


The Movie Channel made the decision about a year and a half ago to unveil 
two original movies per month. Judging from the ones I've seen, I’m not 
convinced of the wisdom of this strategy. Sundance Channel, a venture 
between Robert Redford, Showtime and PolyGram, struck a deal last fall 
that gives it the pay-cable rights to movies released by Miramax Films and 
Dimension Films. And Showtime’s pay-per-view arm gave us some of the 
most surreal TV of the year: the infamous Mike Tyson chomp on Evander 
Holyfield’s ear and then, after the fight, reporter Jim Gray going toe to toe 
with Tyson and his handlers (a performance that won Gray a Sports 


Emmy). 


Speedvision 

Launched: 1996. Subscribers: 14.5 million. Investors: Cox, Comcast, Fox/Liberty Networks, 
MediaOne. 

I'm surprised this one isn’t in more homes. “Comprehensive, authoritative 
coverage of the automobile, motorcycle, aviation and marine industries” — 
what red-blooded American male wouldn't want to watch that? And look at 
the investors: four of the top cable operators around (the Fox/Liberty 
venture is 50% owned by TCI). And Speedvision doesn’t scrimp on original 
programming, averaging about six hours a day of originals. Don Imus’ 
brother Fred is now promoting Speedvision on the “Imus in the Morning” 
radio show, which simulcasts on MSNBC. I imagine this idea just needs time 


for channel space to open up. 


TNT and TBS 

Launched: 1988 (TNT), 1976 (TBS). Subscribers: 73 million (TNT), 74.5 million (TBS). 
Investor: Time Warner. 

Everyone knows how Ted Turner invented basic cable by uplinking his TV 
station WTBS to a satellite. But TNT was another one of those great ideas 
Turner came up with, probably while driving around one day in his car. 
The right idea at the right time, TNT took three concepts—big-time sports, 
big-time movies and original productions—and converged them on, of all 
things, a cable channel. TNT aired its first original, on the making of “Gone 
with the Wind,” two days after the network launched; less than a year 
later it owned the cable rights to the NBA and added NFL rights in 1990. 
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Roping in sister station TBS when needed, TNT sealed deals for exclusive 
film rights with various studios (including MGM, which Turner bought in 
1986). And its made-for-TV films drew audiences immediately. Two of last 
year's outstanding TV movies came not from HBO or NBC but TNT: “George 
Wallace” with Gary Sinise in a defining role and “Thicker Than Blood” from 
the producers of “Nothing Sacred.” 


This fall TNT rolls out “Legalese,” a legal thriller with James Garner, 
Kathleen Turner and Gina Gershon, in October; and the biopic “Houdini” 
and a cop-thriller starring and directed by Burt Reynolds, “Hard Times,” 
both in December. Speaking of whatever-happened-to’s, Erik Estrada and 
Larry Wilcox reunite in “CHiPs 99” in October. “Babylon 5,” rescued last 
year from the syndicated dustbin, wraps up its fifth and final season this 
fall. Two new series begin airing in repeats: “Due South” at 3 p.m. and 
“ER” at 6 p.m. And TNT is your home for “Rumble in the Bronx” and 
“Fargo.” Remember, if you miss these movies the first time, theyll keep 
coming back like a bad bowl of chili. 


Among TBS offerings, there’s movie nights on Thursdays (“Movies for Guys 
Who Like Movies”), Fridays (“Dinner & a Movie”) and, beginning Aug. 29, 
Saturdays (“The Movie Lounge,” featuring Kent Osborne, a piano bar and 
three scintillating movie companions). Next year, TBS will get into the 
original-movie business itself with a biopic of the Reagans and other 
productions. It’s big on original nature programs, too, with “National 
Geographic Explorer” every week and “Wild!Life Adventures” monthly. 


Turner Classic Movies 


Launched: 1994. Subscribers: 22.8 million. Investor: Time Warner. 


Bill Cosby's favorite network after CBS has more movies than AMC and the 
distribution guns of Time Warner behind it. I’ve already mentioned its 
commitment to descriptive video (see page 43). TCM doesn’t do many 
documentaries, but unlike AMC’s they are highly watchable. TCM will 
present the third of the American Film Institute’s “100 greatest movies” 
programs (CBS and TNT did the first two) weekends in September, a crea- 
ture-feature documentary in October from Kevin Brownlow (“Cinema Eu- 
rope: The Other Hollywood”) and the history of Technicolor in December. 


This is, after all, the channel that colorizes. 


USA 


Launched: 1977 (as MSG Network). Subscribers: 73 million. Investor: Home Shopping 
Network. In the family: Sci-Fi Channel. 


If you read the Year in Review you probably figured out it has been 
an interesting year over at the top-rated basic cable network, what 
with home-shopping king Barry Diller taking over. Slowly but surely, 
USA appears to be assembling a seven-night lineup that might 
someday get USA confused with a broadcast network (and who 
knows, by then Diller may have swung a deal to get USA into the 
one-third of homes that don't receive cable). On Sundays, USA offers 
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“La Femme Nikita,” “Silk Stalkings” and “Pacific Blue,” also known as the 
“Baywatch” of the boardwalk. Mondays, USA offers the dominant pro- 
wrestling spectacular, “World WWF Raw.” Tuesdays need work; USA just 
dropped its longtime boxing program on that night. Saturdays are USA’s 
newest project, with two new hourlong series, “The Net” and “Sins of the 
City,” which debuted in July. 


But what's likely to raise USA's profile more than a steamy thriller or two is 
its high-priced original movies and miniseries, like last year’s respectable 
“Moby Dick” that starred Patrick Stewart as Ahab. This year Hallmark 
Entertainment and USA will team on a miniseries about the life of spy 
Mata Hari. Barbra Streisand’s production company will create “What Makes 
a Family,” about a gay woman who must fight to keep her adopted daugh- 
ter; Michele Lee playing author Jacqueline Susann, miniseries adaptations 
of “Huckleberry Finn” and “Treasure Island,” and more movies based on 
Mary Higgins Clark thrillers. 


The Sci-Fi Channel, which occupies a warm spot in my heart for continuing 
the long-running movie spoofer “Mystery Science Theater 3000,” added a 
new series this summer, “Welcome to Paradox,” that explores the limits of 
technology in an antiseptic future utopia. The former Fox series “Sliders” 
returned for a new season in June and has just been picked up for another 
season. Remastered episodes of “Star Trek” begin airing Sept. 1, and in 
January “Poltergeist: The Legacy,” which spent last season in syndication, 
will begin new episodes on Sci-Fi. Also in January, an ambitious new series 
debuts: “Farscape,” a futuristic adventure about an astronaut flung thou- 
sands of galaxies away from home, where he is pursued by secret police 
and surrounded by weird aliens (created by Jim Henson’s Creature Shop). 
Sci-Fi will also produce two miniseries based on Isaac Asimov “robot” 
novels Caves of Steel and The Naked Sun. And stay tuned, sci-fi fans, for 
“Dune.” 


The Weather Channel 


Launched: 1982. Subscribers: 71 million. Investor: Landmark Communications. 


For 15 years comedians have been making fun of The Weather Channel. But 
with an average audience of 300,000—stellar by cable standards—and 
near-total coverage of the country’s cable systems, looks like the network 
is having the last laugh. With its army of bland on-air meteorologists and 
the assistance of the National Weather Service—which supplies forecasts 
and beep beep beep alerts to nearly 7,000 local cable systems—The Weather 
Channel might be the most complete cable service in America. Even local 
TV weather anchors will tell you they watch The Weather Channel just to 
see how they're reading the data. The big thing at The Weather Channel 
these days is its Latin American service, currently reaching 2.5 million 
homes. When I visited NATPE, the giant television programming conven- 
tion held every January, I happened by The Weather Channel's booth; 
everyone there was speaking (and doing deals in) Spanish. ° 
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Chatter 


Talk is cheap, and that’s why it’s the 


dominant format in television today. 

Granted, shows like “Oprah” or “Keenen Ivory 
Wayans” are no bargains; even a forgettable flop like 
“The Stephanie Miller Show” reportedly set Disney back 
$40 million. But most talk shows are on the air for 
economic reasons: as low-cost programming for 
fledgling networks; as filler on all-news channels; and 
as something syndicators can offer stations with tight 
budgets and gaping holes in their schedules. America’s 
talking, so let’s listen in: 

MSNBC and Fox News Channel. By my clock, TV 
chatter begins at 5 a.m. local time when “Imus in the 
Morning,” the nationally syndicated radio vehicle for 
the singular Don Imus, simulcasts on MSNBC. Some 
days it registers that network's highest viewing levels. 
I love Imus. After experimenting with more structured 
formats, cable news-comers MSNBC and Fox have 
opened up their daytime schedules. This allows more 
freeform discussion of the issues that concern our— 
ahh, who are we kidding? They just want to talk about 
the President's sex life all day! But who can blame Donny Osmond, Marie Osmond 
them? MSNBC saw nearly a 70 percent spike in viewers (Photo credit: Columbia TriStar) 
during the height of the Lewinsky crisis; Fox and CNN 
saw double-digit gains as well. At night, CNBC joins 
the fray with a lineup best described as Geraldo & Company. MSNBC offers Keith Olbermann 
and, after a distracting hour for “The News with Brian Williams,” it’s back to more chatter. 
Fox talks through the night with “Hannity & Colmes,” Catherine Crier and wily Bill O'Reilly. 

HGTV and the Food Network. These two cable channels owned by E.W. Scripps Co. have 
one thing in common: They don’t look like they're doing talk, but they are. The Food 
Network has specialized in chatter from the beginning, when its first big show was hosted 
by a comedian and called “How to Boil Water.” Nowadays the sets are fancier and the hosts 
more qualified (e.g., New Orleans gourmet Emenl Lagasse). But it’s still basically a standup 
routine disguised as food prep. Home & Garden TV is a higher-maintenance network, but not 
by much, since many of its 28 current series are shot at a single location, like a gardening 
convention or a house-construction project. A number of series on both networks are 
produced for under $100,000 per episode, some less than half that amount. Compare that 
with $700,000 for a high-end Discovery nature special or $1 million for an established 
network sitcom. How do they do it? Here’s a hint: Open your piehole. 

“The View.” I must admit I wanted this one to fail, especially after watching Barbara 
Walters lording it over her co-panelists on this five-women-sitting-around-talking program. 
But as it turns out, the four relative nobodies—Star Jones, Meredith Vieira, Joy Behar and 
Debbie Matenopoulos—are the real reason “The View” hasn't died on the vine like ABC’s two 
earlier forays into daytime chatter (“Mike & Maty,” “Caryl & Marilyn”). I still don’t get the 
show, but it’s obvious millions of women do. When “The View” visited L.A. earlier this year, 
people lined up for tickets in hordes, very similar to Dave Letterman’s first West Coast visit 
in 1985. Also, that music stage is an eye-popper by daytime standards. 

Gavel to gavel to gavel to gavel. Want to know why the number of “People’s Court” 
knockoffs just doubled? Blame it on Judge Judy Sheindlin, a tough-talking family court 
judge in New York City whose “Judge Judy” begins its third hit season this fall. A responsi- 
bility nut, she’s TV's answer to Dr. Laura. Naturally, the success of “Judge Judy” inspired 
imitators; last season Ed Koch, a tough-talking former mayor of New York City, was drafted 
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to re-launch “The People’s Court.” This fall we get “Judge Mills Lane,” a tough-talking 

Nevada magistrate and our generation’s best-known boxing ref from his work on the infa- 
mous Tyson-Holyfield II bout. And don’t forget “Judge Joe Brown” (debuts Sept. 14), a 
tough-talking judge from South Central L.A. who presided over the James Earl Ray “Who Shot 
MLK?” case last year. Judges Joe and Judy share the same production company. As for the 
original “People’s Court” presider, he and his faithful companion Rusty the bailiff can be 
seen on cable’s Animal Planet holding “Judge Wapner’s Animal Court” beginning Sept. 28. 
Will the defendant please heel. 

Rosie and Howie. “The Howie Mandel Show” survived a summer that took out Magic 
Johnson. Howie’s brand of nice, clearly patterned after “The Rosie O’Donnell Show,” is now 
gaining adherents. But there may be a plateau to viewers’ good will, if the downturn of 
“Rosie's” ratings this spring is any indicator. O’Donnell took the summer off, let a number of 
staffers go and promised a rejiggered format when the show starts up again Sept. 7: fewer— 
and longer—celebrity interviews, more chats with ordinary people who have interesting 
stories (a la the Leno and Letterman shows), some out-of-studio segments and more 
“lifestyle” segments. In other words, someone finally realized that when Rosie gushes over 
her guests, we find it annoying. 

The rich are not like us. I realize Howie Mandel is not exactly hurting for cash either, 
but there’s something unseemly about Roseanne, of all people, getting back into the TV fray. 
Shouldn't she be starting a production company or buying a sports franchise or something? 
And to do what—interview people? That won’t be awkward at all. Same goes for Donny and 
Marie Osmond, whose “Donny & Marie” (debuts Sept. 21; produced by Dick Clark) features 
the same brother-sister team that did a variety show for ABC in the 1970s at the incredible 
ages of 16 and 14. You would think that a huge recording career capped off with three years 
on prime-time TV would be enough for one lifetime. Then again, neither sibling ever 
vanished completely from the pop-cult radar. Marie sells her wares on QVC and Donny 
interviews constantly on radio and TV. (He stirred up a hornet’s nest two years ago by calling 
Rosie O'Donnell a fatso on her talk show.) This show makes sense right up until the time the 
first guest comes out who’s not Danny Bonaduce. 

Amarillo & Oprah. For years people have suspected something grim and evil lurked just 
beneath Oprah Winfrey's unflappable exterior. Not me. I’m a true believer after watching 
Oprah’s performance during her several-week stay in Amarillo, Tex., earlier this year to fight 
a defamation lawsuit. Winfrey descended on this town of 165,000—whose cattlemen she 
had seemed to slander during a panel on mad-cow disease in 1996—and won the citizens of 
Amarillo completely over to her side. At a time when other daytime hosts are trying to be on 
their best behavior, Oprah embodies something else. She has a very rare gift, among TV 
hosts at least, for empathy. “Listen,” she told Mary Kay LeTourneau, the woman in jail for 
having sex with an underage boy. “I’m in Amarillo, so I don’t stand in judgment of anybody.” 
It was a tossed-off comment that conveyed humility before the law and acceptance of one’s 
lot in life—qualities Texans (and the rest of us) like to see. 

Sorry, wrong brother. “Love Connection” is coming back, this time with Pat Bullard 
taking the place of Chuck Woolery, who was host of the matchmaking sensation in the ‘80s. 
Although the precedent for people named Pat taking a game show away from Chuck Woolery 
is very encouraging, I'd still rather watch “Open Mike with Mike Bullard,” a new comedy-talk 
show our neighbors to the north are greedily keeping to themselves. Shot in Toronto, “Open 
Mike” features an unglamorous-looking host who dispenses with the monologue and starts 
each program by badgering people in the front row. Mike Bullard, a veteran of the Canadian 
comedy circuit—and brother of Pat—is cowed by no one, be it a precocious movie star or 
unruly audience member. Yet his jabs are deft and invariably leave ‘em laughing. So why the 
heck hasn’t someone picked up his show here? I suspect it’s because the show is full of 
Canadian references we won't get. (As if arcana ever held up Dennis Miller's career.) Also, 
“Open Mike,” with its more measured pacing, would be an acquired taste for U.S. audiences. 
Mike is not afraid to just stand there and wait till something funny comes to mind. Of 
course, in my house—and maybe yours too—that’s how we talk all the time. ¢ 
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The Last 
Word 


The state of the late is great: Dave 
got his groove back, Jay’s been in one 
ever since Monica Lewinsky, and 
Conan can run grooves around them 
both some nights. Ted and Bill con- 
tinue their excellent adventure, 
Saturday night's all right for fight- 
ing—and cross-dressing, and talking 
about bodily functions—and I’m 
already ready for Talk Stew Two. 
Really, the only thing missing from 
late night these days is a non-white 
male host. 


: Bill Maher gets ready to rumble on 
David Letterman returned to form “Politically Incorrect.” (Photo: ABC) 


this year after recovering from the 

Curse of the Ed Sullivan Theater. During his first season on CBS it seemed 
Dave had chosen the ideal venue for his new, higher-visibility show. Every 
night, 460 souls in the audience jumped to their feet and cheered their 
conquering hero; just outside the studio doors, Letterman found more 
oddball characters than he knew what to do with. But as the ratings 
headed south in 1995, the nightly adulation began to seem like a cruel 
joke. (What are these people so damn happy about?) Letterman seemed to 
lash out at his viewers, not to mention the network responsible for usher- 
ing him into the big time. He yelled more. He beat punchlines into the 
dirt. He held staring contests with the home viewers. A prisoner of his 
meteoric success, Letterman paced restlessly in his cage, unhappy with his 
fate and his inability to do anything about it. He seemed to dare the home 
audience to turn away—which they continued to do, even after CBS's 
prime-time ratings, the ostensible reason for his decline, had stopped 
falling. 


In early 1996 Letterman took two drastic measures that freed him from the 
Sullivan curse. The first was getting rid of the original red-floored “Late 
Show” set after just two years, and with it all the expectations that had 
built up on it. In its place went a cooler, noirish facade and neutral floor 
more reminiscent of his last set at NBC. The second move was firing his 
executive producer of nearly nine years, Robert Morton, and replacing him 
with a comedy writer and producer, Rob Burnett. With the departure of his 
longtime director Hal Gurnee in 1995, something had seemed to go awry in 
“Late Show's” executive chemistry. His own confidence plummeting, 
Letterman needed more help than ever in generating laughs. But instead 
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of leaning on the twinkly old director as he had so many times before, 
Dave was stuck with Jerry Foley, a technical director who had worked at 
Gurnee’s right hand but could not replicate his on-the-fly choreography. 


Burnett helped restore the equilibrium, personally and professionally. 
Structure was added. Viewer mail was restored to its rightful place as a 
weekly segment. Another weekly bit, the Quiz Machine, sputtered at first, 
but the idea of Dave interacting routinely with audience members, as he 
had at NBC, was spot on. When Burnett scrapped the giant game-show 
apparatus and chased Letterman off the stage into the audience, it was a 
stroke of genius. “Know Your Current Events” was born, the first evergreen 
comedy bit to be hatched on “Late Show” in four years. If you haven't 
been watching Letterman lately, the night to begin watching again is 
Thursday. That’s when “Know Your Current” is on. 


And so as Letterman celebrated his fifth anniversary at CBS on Aug. 30, he 
had learned to be cheerful about his fate. When he takes a dig at CBS, the 
rebuke in his voice is gone. In a move comparable to Johnny Carson letting 
his hair turn silver, Letterman now wears glasses all the time, including at 
his TV desk. For all that, Dave still cultivates the embarrassing and appar- 
ently unconscious attachment to the thought he is still a handsome bach- 
elor that chicks dig. His most recent dalliance with Drew Barrymore, a fun- 
loving gal 28 years his junior, was unsettling to watch. Earlier that same 
week Letterman was flashed by Jamie Lee Curtis and made it the subject of 
a segment. Jamie Lee is at least a woman of his generation, but still— 
would Carson's famous comment about Dolly Parton’s boobs been as funny 
had Johnny actually gotten a look at them? 


What Dave is going through now—learning his own limits and relying on 
others to get him unstuck—Jay Leno went through five years ago. That 
was when, under pressure from NBC, he fired his manager and producer 
Helen Kushnick and replaced her with broadcast veteran Debbie Vickers. 
Leno had relied on the jokes and the gigs to pull him through his entire 
career; if he was in a slump, that was a cue to his Alger within to work 
harder. But no amount of toil was going to rescue Leno from that pickle. 
He was out of his element, doing, as he astutely observed later, “Johnny's 
show.” 


Today, Leno is signed through the year 2003 (at a reported $15 million per 
year), and it’s easy to assign his turnaround to shifts in the weather. The 
mythology has it that Hugh Grant appeared serendipitously on the set one 
night and nothing was ever the same after. The truth is that in the six 
months leading up to Grant's chart-busting appearance in 1995, Leno had 
closed the gap with Letterman. And while it’s true Dave was losing his 
direction during that period, it’s also true that Jay was finding his. Today 
Leno’s monologue has become as integral a part of the national discourse 
as Carson's was in his time. From the Kennedys through Dan Quayle, 
Johnny always approached his topics with the Midwestern skepticism that, 
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in its own quiet way, lays men low. Leno, who is from the East Coast, 
needed a different voice. He found it during the 0.J. Simpson trials and 
has sharpened it this year during the Lewinsky mess. Where Carson was 
measured and cutting, Leno hammers away until he breaks through. He is 
Bill Clinton’s worst nightmare. Every day the presidential minions try 
setting up a protective wall around their embattled chief, and every night 
Leno’s bulldozer topples it. “The Tonight Show” is promoted during “The 
Today Show.” Leno has become part of the NBC news-and-entertainment 
infrastructure. Tom Brokaw resides at the other end of the spectrum, while 
infotainers such as Brian Williams, Marcia Clark and Keith Olbermann 
occupy positions in between. They take their cues from the man on “To- 
night” as much as from the man on “Nightly.” 


And chances are good that Leno will be there when he’s needed. Even with 
his new deal he has asked for only five weeks of vacation a year (more 
likely, the five weeks were imposed on him by some NBC lawyer). “The 
Tonight Show” currently averages 6.2 million viewers per week, its highest 
average since 1989. 


Oddly, Ted Koppel has been less visible during the Lewinsky story than he 
was during the 0.J. story. Possibly that’s because the Lewinsky story, being 
of constitutional proportions, is a no-brainer. No media critic is going to 
ask why you're pushing aside other news to report on a crisis in the presi- 
dency. But his audience remains stable at about 5 million viewers. The 
ratings might be off a few percentage points compared with three years 
ago, but they still hit impressive peaks when news is breaking. Koppel’s 
durability and predictability are admirable considering the mess the rest of 
ABC's news division is in. And “Nightline” has been impervious to the 
network's poor performance in prime time. 


The spotlight instead has fallen on Bill Maher, whose “Politically Incor- 
rect” was tailor-made for crises like the current one in Washington. Need- 
ing to offer no apologies to viewers, Maher and his mixed bag of guests 
can—and do—discuss everything related to the Clinton-Lewinsky affair on 
“PI” with little fear of shocking anyone in the audience. But that’s just one 
of the unique qualities of 1997’s surprise late-night hit. Because “PI” is 
essentially a unstructured chat between the host and four guests, there’s 
little fear that what is spoken will be duplicated anywhere else. Nobody 
wants to hear your funny little showbiz story on “PI.” They want to hear 
you hold forth on the issues of the day—and the less informed you are, 
the better. 

It was thought that the panel format now used by “PI” had died out in the 
late ‘60s and early ‘70s because it failed to hold the interest of impatient 
viewers. But perhaps that had less to do with the format and more to do 
with the trivial observations and bon mots tossed about on those old 
daytime shows. “PI's” host has little tolerance for the fatuous comment, 
and the presence of four other people trying to get in a word means there's 
no room for the filibuster. And although chemistry between host and 
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guests fluctuates from night to night, there’s only so much that can go 
wrong. For one thing, panelists must have appeared in a similar multiple- 
panelist setting (on CNBC or Fox News, for instance) to qualify for a shot 
on “PI.” And Maher, now marking his fifth anniversary doing the show, is 
seasoned at this freewheeling format, knowing when to fight and when to 
pull back—and most importantly, how to jump in after a particularly good 
zinger and go to commercial. 


Maher's onetime niche show has picked up a healthy network-sized audi- 
ence. “PI” averages about 2.5 million viewers per week, though comparing 
it to the other shows is tricky since the show is delayed in many markets. 
But in the 21 major markets where “Politically Incorrect” and “Late 
Show's” second half hour go head-to-head, “PI” has beaten “Late Show” 83 
out of the 84 weeks it has been on ABC (the ABC research staff hastens to 
point out that total excludes weeks when CBS was airing the Olympics). 


Conan O’Brien is also celebrating his fifth anniversary this fall knowing 
more than ever what it must've been like to be Dave Letterman, hot as a 
pistol and with no hope of going up the ladder. Of course, some of O'Brien's 
critics would argue he should feel lucky to have made it as far up as he 
did. O’Brien professes to be happy doing his show for as long as it’s his to 
do. His 2.5 million nightly viewers are loyal and their numbers are grow- 
ing. But in four years, O’Brien’s long-term deal—his first—will expire. The 
following year, Leno’s will expire. Should NBC’s fortunes sour in the in- 
terim, and things like that do happen in the cyclical industry of television, 
then the network will be faced with a dilemma: Do they keep their 12:35 
host happy by promising him the 11:35 job, or do they allow another 
network—say, CBS—to compete for his services? And is it me or did some- 
one just put this tape on rewind? 


Tom Snyder is riding into retirement pretty much on his own terms. The 
man who substitute-hosted his show for a year, Jon Stewart, will not be 
taking over. He’s headed to Comedy Central to replace Craig Kilborn as 
host of “The Daily Show.” Kilborn will be going to CBS to replace, you got 
it, Snyder. The clear winner in all of this is Stewart, and here’s why. Leave 
aside the fact that he’s going to a network where all interested parties— 
executives, producers, viewers—actually “get” him. (Comedy Central 
executive Eileen Katz was a producer of Stewart's old MTV show; “Daily 
Show” executive producer Madeleine Smithberg also produced Stewart's 
MTV and syndicated talk shows and was instrumental in getting Jon to 
commit to his new 4-year, $6 million “Daily Show” deal.) Leave aside the 
fact that there's virtually no risk that people will tune in next January and 
think, “Aw, this show sucks without Kilborn.” For now, let's just look at the 
deal in terms of sheer audience exposure. Who gets the advantage— 
Kilborn on CBS or Stewart on Comedy? 


Your instinct is to say Kilborn. But wait. “Late Late Show” airs two and a 
half hours after “Daily Show.” Moreover, it airs once and then goes into the 


vault. In Kansas City “The Daily Show” airs at 10 p.m., then repeats at 
12:30 a.m., 7:30 a.m., noon and 6 p.m. and on weekends. Okay, but CBS is 
in 99 million homes; Comedy is in only 51 million. But Comedy Central has 
the top-rated. show in basic cable, “South Park,” and is generating huge 
buzz. The network expects to be in 55 million homes by year’s end and at 
its current rate could be in 65 million by 2000. Now let’s look at that 99 
million figure for CBS. How many of those people are up at 11:35 p.m. 
Central, 12:35 Eastern and Pacific times? And are in the demographic CBS 
is trying to reach with their younger, hipper host? Compared to the locked- 
in young viewership Comedy Central has and all the other pluses, Stewart's 
decision was a no-brainer. Indeed, it probably came from his gut. 


As for CBS, they have a host who’s been identified with a single format— 
newscast—no writers, no intellectual-property claims on Kilborn’s current 
material (though one suspects he can take “A Moment for Us” with him if 
he wants it). The network chose a star instead of a process, the same 
mistake it made in going after Ted Danson and Rhea Perlman (alumni of 
the “Cheers” process) and other recent failures of late. Stewart, having 
learned a lesson from his own failed talk show, chose the process instead, 
and that could make him the next big star in late night. 


On Saturday nights, Howard Stern follows Maher in bringing his cable- 
show concept, more or less unaltered, over to network TV. “The Howard 
Stern Radio Show” debuted Aug. 22 and looked very much like the show he 
already does for E! on cable. “Saturday Night Live” is countering Stern 
with several weeks of “best of” packages organized around “SNL” stars of 
the past. One would hope that could be followed by several weeks of 
equally watchable live shows organized around “SNL” stars of the future. 
Good news: Colin Quinn has assumed control of “Weekend Update” after 
being installed last January in awkward circumstances (predecessor Norm 
Macdonald was removed, and complained about it publicly). Bad news: 
Goat Boy, aka Jim Breuer, won't be with “SNL” anymore. Horatio Sanz, of 
Chicago’s Second City, and Chris Parnell and Jimmy Fallon of L.A‘s 
Groundlings troupe, will join the cast. “MAD TV” will return for a third 
season (25 new episodes), as will regulars Alex Borstein, Pat Kilbane, Phil 
LaMarr, Will Sasso, Aries Spears, Nicole Sullivan and Debra Wilson. ¢ 


If you'd like to order additional copies of Barnhart’s Unauthorized TV ’98, you 
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$9.95 to Aaron Barnhart, P.0. Box 36331, Kansas City, MO 64171. Make the check 
out to B.U.T.V. And be sure to let me know what you’d like to see in next year’s 
edition. My e-mail is barnhart@lateshownews.com. 


